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A Brief Summary Of The Story Last Time


After the terrible events in London, Akio, Shaeula, Shiro and the rest of his allies return to Japan, but with the masquerade that hides the truth of the return of magic and the Gods shattered by the chaos, the world is no longer the same as it was mere weeks ago.

To take advantage of the new opportunities afforded along with the danger, Akio, Shiro, Asha, Bjarki, Ixitt and more continue to brainstorm and test ways to develop new technology, bridging both worlds, as well as increase the ludicrous ether generation of Asha's Tree, the lynchpin of Akio's Territory.

Not only that, but a breakthrough in studying the mysterious artefact made by mistake, the Klein Bottle, with Arisu-san and Haru-san, leads to Akio finally mastering spatial element, completing the set of the Primal Seven Elements. This however comes with an unexpected boon, as Akio transcends his human nature, and becomes a half-Fae, a Faeduine, with significant boosts to strength and also a makeover, as he gains several inches in height and subtle violet tinges to the ends of his hair.

Obviously all the girls love the new Akio, especially the Fae, Shaeula, Asha and Hyacinth, as their fears of outliving him by centuries have now been allayed in spectacular fashion. It is not just he who benefits though, as Arisu-san also further improves the potency of her Room from the fresh insights. In addition to that, Hyacinth learns how to improve her capacity to grow Ring Gates, and this opens many new avenues for worldwide expansion, and potentially even beyond.

With his newfound lifespan and nature, it is time to accept Asha fully, and the two of them deepen their relationship at last, Asha fully accepted into his heart, as they finally make love. This, as is usual for Akio and his strange set of Skills, ends up strengthening both Asha and her Tree, further pushing the growth of his Territory to new heights.

After this, Akio and his comrades take a trip through the Ring Gate to Britain, and gain their treasures from the Tower of London, as Princess Eleanor promised, in return for their aid. Daiyu gains a precious water, known to be from the Lake, guarded by the mysterious Fae known as the Lady of the Lake, from Arthurian and Fae myth. Using that and Akio's Spirit Water, Daiyu masters the Spiritually Pure Foundation Technique, a powerful stepping stone to mastering the heights of Cultivation in the future.

Not only that, Daiyu, her mind made up, and Akio too, having resolved to accept her affections, join as one, making love and becoming Dao Companions, though Daiyu's appetite for learning and perfection extends to lovemaking too, and their night becomes a long one, filled with joy and experimentation. During that, Akio learns the basics of Qi Refining, and Daiyu, like Asha before her, gains new strengths. There is one downside though, as Akio's Skill, Might Of The Furious Earth, a staple of his power, changes to Might Of Indestructible Jade, a Skill he cannot use, due to lacking crystal element currently.

Meanwhile, worldwide, troubles are spreading and being revealed. The Church of True Revelation is plotting after their defeat, and South Korea has reached out for aid with a situation at a famous boarding school for the sons and daughters of big business, politics and more. The Japanese government is attempting to negotiate suitable terms for aiding them, and the political situation worldwide, including also China and the USA, is growing ever more fractured and intense.

Eri, seeking reassurance from Akio, that her unstable half-Bakeneko state is no bar to their love, indulges in a night of passion with Akio, but while that is taking place, Ginneka's spirit-light reacts, and after flooding it with aether, Ginneka is reborn by Kin Restoration. Annoying as ever, despite her defeat, due to her saving Eri's life and future in the Kyoto disaster, Akio and Eri treat her with relative kindness, and she detects the Favour of Laverna Akio still carries, craving it. To show she is a changed Bakeneko, not their enemy any longer, she helps Eri finally stabilise her nature, and Eri is returned to full health at last!

Finally, on a mission to train up some of his comrades and lovers, as well as secure a source of fire element for the Territory, Akio, Daiyu, Kana, Motoko, Natsumi, Haru-san, Chen Na and Yasaka-san, accompanied by Prince Shōtoku as a guide and liaison, head for the sacred Mount Atago, on the border of Haru-san's Kyoto Territory, hoping to make some strong gains…


Four Hundred And Three


“So, just why are you here?” I asked our recent visitor, who had hurried over to Kyoto, meeting us just before we set off through the bamboo forests and foothills towards mount Atago.

“Things are quiet at the Spring now.” Bellaera, the blue-haired and long-legged Elf smiled at me. “And I heard you were going out on an expedition. I am still a Way-Warden, and my specialties lean into this sort of thing.” She laughed prettily, one hand held over her mouth in a flirty manner. “Besides, great-grandfather is curious as to how our progress is going. Elves like to take our time, time is what we have in abundance, but mortals burn so brightly, move so quickly. Although…” she giggled again. “…you are hardly mortal now. Many tales of unions between the Fae and mortals exist, and most end in sadness, as unless you are one like the Scotsman, gifted long life, like an ephemeral butterfly the mortal withers and dies, while the Fae remains young and beautiful.”

She sighed mournfully. “Many come seeking the Fae for the secrets to a greater lifespan. But it is not ours to give without care. Not ours…” she frowned momentarily, before shaking her head, her beautiful face cracking a sly smile. “Enough of such sad tales. I am simply here to spend some time with you, Akio. What harm is there in it? I am here to help you, and if I appeal to you as well at the same time, all the better.”

“I’m not interested in arranged marriages anymore, Bell.” I reminded her. “I’ve already had my quota of three.”

Natsumi giggled at that, Motoko smiling gently.

“That's fine.” She stretched, showing off her graceful body and long limbs, her leather and cloth armour not hiding her bodyline. “Nobody is forcing you. We would hardly dare.” she winked a blue eye at me. “But… it would be nice if you were to appreciate me more. Tear is sad she was unable to come but…” she smiled again cheerfully. “…she lost our game of rock-paper-scissors. Quite an interesting mortal way of settling disputes. Moira wasn't interested, of course. She is such a stoic. She will never find happiness that way…”

“I see. Prince Aethelathrion doesn’t have to worry. He doesn’t need marital ties to me to have me support the Fae’s interests.” I sighed. “But you can come. It’s a simple trek to Mount Atago. If we’re attacked on our route while claiming Territory, then we’ll fight back for the experience, but hopefully we can annex the mountain peacefully.”

My thoughts went back to Nie Ling. Right now on the Material, I was with Hinata, discussing our plans for the factory and also the construction under our new home, which I still hadn’t seen. Nie Ling could well be instrumental in making it go smoothly. I still feel guilty at pushing her towards the resolution I wanted, but… I’m not heartless. Setting aside justice and what was right and what was wrong, this way I can make sure that the victims get what solace they can, while Nie Ling can one day feel she’s lived worthy of the sacrifices she forced others to make for her. If I can’t find a perfect solution, then I just have to do the best I can, while also looking towards the future. Fucking toad bastard, I’ll drag you out of hiding and end you, I swear it…

“I do not think you understand.” Motoko pointed out. “As nobility, we realise the merits of political marriages. Yes, it is often to tie allies together, bring families into the same orbit. After all, blood ties are the strongest bond. But it is also a matter of respect, as offering marriage between families is the greatest indication that both sides see each other as worthy allies and people on the same level.”

“That is absolutely right.” Bell agreed. “Great-grandfather wants to be closer to the once-mortal who inspired the selfish weasel princess to become a shining moon of the Seelie Court, brought Duke Formor into the Royalist fold, and more. Besides, unlike Moira…” her smile was wicked, looking strange on her perfect features. “…I am hardly opposed to finding a partner to share my life with. Tear and I, we are bored, and still young for Elves. Yes, we have suitors, and some of them, I have considered, but that is hardly exciting. No, the world of the Fae is as unchanging as our Moon, except for times of desperate, brutal struggle such as when the Unseelie start another war. But in the last few moons, so much has been different. And as a Way-Warden, seeing our enemies fall…” she giggled cheerfully, her smile still teasing. “…it has captured my heart!”

I see. So she’s interested in me, not just because the Prince asked her to be? There was still a part of me who found that hard to believe, a little voice made up of my past insecurities that said there was no way a gorgeous woman could be looking at me that way, but now it was mostly buried by experience, and the new confidence my exploits had brought me. “I see. There’s no reason for you not to come along. I guess I’ll give you the chance to impress me.”

“That's wonderful.” she exclaimed happily. “I will show you that I, Bellaera am not just a beautiful, eligible, perfect Elf!”

“Modest too…” Yasaka-san snorted, letting out a very pointed and audible sigh. “Look, can we stop the romantic comedy and get on with this? I’m not looking forward to this at all…”

“That’s right.” Haru-san agreed. “Mount Atago… it could be dangerous.”

“The Tengu are fierce.” Prince Shōtoku agreed. “But Tarōbō, while belligerent, is not unreasonable. Though winning him over would likely require significant force, or other dominant means.”

“The important matter is to secure access to the flame element.” Motoko pointed out. “I am eager for battle, I admit, but part of Tsumura Arts is acting with honour, not using strength against the undeserving. I hope we find worthy opponents to fight, but so long as we achieve our goals…”

“That’s right.” I agreed, and Motoko smiled at my praise. “It’s like the Night Parade. If we have to fight we will, and we’ll win, but a relationship of mutual benefit brings in more of what we need.” Besides, the whole mess with Nie Ling makes me think about my own actions… my only solace is that it isn’t just me who has to deal with such painful, murky decisions. Poor Eleanor… “But it won’t be as bad as you imagine, Yasaka-san. We’re acting under the greatest safety margin we can. We’ll be expanding Haru-san’s Territory as we go, and have Chen Na’s defensive barriers.

Chen Na nodded. “I will do my best, I promise.”

“I hope you’re right.” Yasaka-san grumbled, and Kana chimed in.

“Can we go? Maybe it’s a little amusing seeing you get hit on, Akio, knowing how much it’ll irritate Eri…” Her smile made it clear she was joking, the relationship between the two girls was definitely improving recently. “…but we’re all impatient. And seeing how you fight up close is going to make our hearts race, right?” She smiled winsomely at Natsumi, Motoko and Daiyu.

“My Dao Companion must be strong.” Daiyu agreed, Chen Na translating the difficult words for her. “Not that I have any doubts. I have fought beside him before. But now… I am not such a hindrance as I was then.” She had her jade bells with her, but she was planning on relying on her own power, seeing what she could do with her better Qi Refining and Foundation.

“Right. We should make a move.” I agreed. I looked over my party, before glancing back at the distant mountain, the path to it blocked by nearly two kilometres of dense forest and small foothills. “It’s certainly more impressive here than the Material.” I observed. Mount Atago was towering twice as high, and the bamboo thickets had been replaced by a tangled thorny jungle, while the low hills were now quite tall, some small peaks in their own right. “But it’s not anything we can’t handle. So… let’s go…”
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“More birds are coming from the south!” Haru-san warned us. The great black birds with their vibrating feathers and wind elemental strikes were fiercely territorial, and still launched attacks on Haru-san’s Territory in Kyoto from time to time, even if the barrier was more than enough to force them to flee in defeat. A brilliant bolt of light flared from her, the beam of indigo energy striking the lead bird in the head, sending it tumbling into the thorny trees below, shattering branches and trunks into sharp splinters.

“This is quite fun. Do you do this all the time?” Bell asked. She was using a longbow, looking very Elvish, at least more like what one would expect an Elf to be from the stories. One arrow took a bird in the wing joint, and it too tumbled, impaled on shattered trunks, blood and ether scattering.

“Fun, huh?” I remarked. “It’s more necessary than fun. Although…” The main resistance we had encountered so far was a seemingly endless swarm of insects, being controlled by a mob of small, Goblin-like Yōkai, only their skins were bright blue. We were being subjected to a constant barrage of arrows from them, the heads smeared with shit and other foul fluids, including from above, where they were riding giant versions of Japanese wasps, while others with long spears were mounted on horse-sized spiders and even larger centipedes in virulent blue, pink and orange shades, like some psychedelic nightmare.

This really isn’t a treat for the girls. Hell, it isn’t for me, I’m no fan of insects… “I suppose it’s better to fight enemies you can loathe, rather than sympathise with…”

Prince Shōtoku had of course tried to mediate our passage, but apparently these vile little goblinoids were foreign spiritual beings, not true Yōkai, and were extremely belligerent and cruel, often hunting and killing any other beings for sport.

“I hate this, hate this, hate this!” Kana was chanting to herself, her expression one of disgust and fear, a perfectly normal reaction for a girl her age, I thought. That wasn’t stopping her fighting though, and a ruby light surged around her, the ground churning like liquid. A dozen spiders and centipedes began to sink, thrashing and howling, but then Kana raised her hand, and the mud exploded outwards, ropey strands like tentacles whipping out and snaring them, pulling them into the mud, where the earth solidified, ether showering out like a geyser.

“You may hate it, but you are performing well.” Motoko reassured her, and Natsumi agreed. They were both using bows, as that was part of the Tsumura Arts, and were being rather competitive with Bell, who while she wasn’t an archer in the class of Shaeraggo, was still well beyond ordinary human skill.

“That’s right. I’m jealous.” Natsumi agreed. “You must be growing stronger a lot. We can only…” she used a little of her fairly meagre wind energy to accelerate the arrow she had just launched, watching it punch into the head of a hornet, the rider tumbling off it to land broken at her feet. “…do a little. That one is for you, Yasaka-san.”

“Oh, I’m so thankful.” he complained, but stepped forward, surrounded by a shimmering bubble of force from Chen Na. It flickered for a moment, and the heavy cudgel he carried smashed the head of the creature. “This is slow going…”

“Yeah, it makes me wonder why we get given such abilities.” I mused. The birds swept down towards us, which was my time to shine. Daiyu was darting between the spiders and centipedes, dishing out a series of graceful, flowing blows, her combat style looking different to the one she used before, and I called out to her to dodge to the side. She did so, and I focussed my own wind energy into a jade tide. “After all, alone you don’t have much chance of being an Astral Emperor, Yasaka-san. Although…” The gale blew, air filled with vibrating blades, and birds and wasps and their riders burst apart without distinction, the winds descending, blasting a trench in the forest, leaving dead and dying enemies everywhere. Chen Na was sweating silver, but her energy barrier had prevented the backlash from hitting us.

“…with the right questions, I suppose you could emulate my appraisal and learn that way.” I conceded.

With a series of panicked squawks the birds fled back to their hilltop nests, but the Goblin-like creatures, more of them still boiling out of the forest, giant scorpions and cockroaches joining their collection of aberrant mounts, refused to relent, their curses and howls barely intelligible, but what we could divine was crude and offensive.

“I have thought this before, but you sure are a monster.” Yasaka-san muttered. “Saionji-san has a powerful ability, but… you can do so many things.”

“Yeah, I’m going for the jack of all trades, master of all.” I joked. Everyone who needed it was collecting ether. The Territories here in the bamboo forests were relatively weak, probably around Rank 2, so it had little effect on me, but some of the others such as Motoko and Natsumi needed constant topping up. The rest of the ether was squirrelled back to Haru-san’s Territory. As the surviving Goblin-like creatures boiled out of the forests, I used wind to drag back the wounded spiders and centipedes for Yasaka-san to deal the finishing blows to, maximising his gains.

“Spiritually Pure Art: Water Blades!” Daiyu cried out. This was a Technique of her own invention, created by modifying several of the Jade Yang Stances to take advantage of the water element, combined with what she remembered from the other texts of her Sect she had read. She was able to use her Qi, which was now denser and more plentiful, to maintain control of the little Spirit Water she generated, forming claws on her hands, which were only slowly depleted by her strikes. It seems like she was working on making use of the Spirit Water here in Kyoto, since only the name and a few minor details about it was information left over from Kunlun…

Her claws swept through a number of the blue fiends, shredding them apart, blood scattering. She dodged a volley of arrows, cutting down more foes, only for a giant scorpion to rush her. She sneered, a barest movement of her lips, her near-expressionless face cold and composed, and one of the claws shortened a little, the tip flying off in a passable mirror of my own water bullets that Daiyu had seen. The projectile pierced through the chitin, exploding, and the scorpion toppled over, thrashing about in death. It was then a massive rhinoceros beetle came charging out, and Daiyu turned, surprised. But before she could take damage, a barrier from Chen Na staggered it, and the ground exploded, this time into spears of rock, piercing it from below.

“Careful.” Kana called, sweating. A bolt of light from Haru-san finished the massive beetle off, and she nodded at Kana, impressed.

“I think you have a lot of talent with that, Kana-chan.” Haru-san suggested, her beams of light effortlessly sniping where needed, though she was leaving most of the gains to the others. “And good job to you too, Na-san.”

“I… I’ll do what I can.” She still had the Adder Stone clutched in her grasp, but the Chinese Chosen, who was only alive in the sense Haru-san was, due to being Enthroned, was pulling her weight. I think… it might do Nie Ling some good meeting her. So that she can see she’s not worse off than another of those who were involved in that mess…

“Your skills are decent, for an Elven child.” Bell was telling Motoko and Natsumi, though her words were gently mocking. “You need to feel the world around you, if you wish to truly master the bow, especially if you seek to add elements to your attacks. The wind goes without saying, but even the radiance of light, the warmth of heat, the moisture of water… all contribute to the path of the arrow…” She loosed a shaft, and one of the leaders of the blue goblinoids, a masked shaman-type, perished, the fletching sticking through the mask as it toppled off its steed.

“I see. Yes, the tension of the bowstring, and even the size of the body of the bow are affected by temperature and atmospheric conditions. Obviously archery on a windless day is easier, but…” Motoko began.

“Sometimes, the wind can be an advantage.” Natsumi agreed, reaching enlightenment. This time when she loosed her arrow, she used only a small fraction of the wind element she had previously, on the air around the arrow, not the arrow itself. With satisfaction she watched as a centipede fell, brain pierced, and as it thrashed in its death throes, shattering thorny bamboo into jagged daggers that felled many creatures around it, she smiled. “I think I get it.”

“Watching you, I am almost there. Please, repeat it!” Motoko asked eagerly, and I smiled fondly at the sight of the pair of them engrossed in their Arts, despite the combat all around us.

“You might want to keep your attention on the battle.” Prince Shōtoku warned mildly, and I nodded.

“It’s fine. If I can’t handle a battle on this scale while keeping an eye on everyone, then we’re in trouble.” I used some of my own water bullets, mowing down another mob of reinforcements. The tide of enemies was starting to flow to a trickle, but they showed no signs of retreating, seemingly driven to fight to the death.

“May the earth that was once your womb… become your tomb!” Kana declared gallantly, as the ground shuddered once more, waves of earth burying many of the newcomers. “How was that? Cool, right? Boys like that kind of thing, don’t they?” She winked at me.

“Yeah, but… if Shaeula or Eri were here, they’d never let you hear the end of it.” I pointed out gently, and Kana flushed.

“As long as you thought it was good.” Kana managed. Her eyes glimmered, and she concentrated, the earth belching up ether, before exploding into heavy clods of stone, felling yet more foes. “Sometimes, when I get control of my Eyes, it seems easier…”

“Yeah, Eye Skills are great. I think it’ll soon be time to start your Chirurgery training, your control is improving every day.”

“Yay!” She pumped her fist cutely, causing Yasaka-san to cough, irritated. Kana ignored him and continued. “Aiko-chan will be jealous I’m beating her to it, but… do you think you can help her out?”

A good question. As I pondered that, I watched Daiyu as she continued to reap a heavy toll with her watery claws. She suffered a number of minor injuries, yet her rapid healing closed them quickly, and the filth on blades, arrowheads and claws was no match for the Spirit Water, merely burning away in an orange light and turning to pure water which evaporated harmlessly. Supporting her with some tactical sniping, my water bullets lethal against such foes, we finally shattered the resistance, and I felt the weight of the Territory around us vanish.

“We’ve claimed it.” Haru-san remarked, peering around us. “This section of the forest belongs to us now.”

“Great work everyone!” I praised. “We can take a break then, I doubt they can attack Haru-san’s Territory successfully.” As everyone sat down on chairs I conjured from the earth, showing off to Kana that she still had a ways to go, I poured us all some fruit wine Asha and Hyacinth had packed for us. My Eye glowed, and I could see that everyone was gaining a few Levels steadily.

“As for my sister…” I said to Kana when we were all settled, Mount Atago towering over us in the near distance, the brilliant yellow glow on the summit like a small sun. “…I have a few ideas, but…” I glanced at Yasaka-san, who frowned, guessing what was coming next. “…my plan seems… audacious. Stupidly so, to be honest. Yet… my sis gave me the idea, even if only as a wild joke.”

“Why do I get the feeling I’m in for a rough time?” Yasaka-san guzzled his wine, as if to wash away his misgivings.

“You’ve already proven your Book Of Providence can answer a decent amount about abilities we know of. This is just taking that a few steps further. It’s an enviable Divine Favour really.” I mused. “In the hands of most people, it’d be useless, but I think if I’d have been granted that one, I’d have ended up in a similar position, at least so long as Ortlinde still gave me a tutorial. Going in blind would have been awful…”

“I’m a follower, not a leader. Always have been. My shrine is a modest Amaterasu faction one.” he admitted. “This role suits me. At least I’ll be important without having to risk myself too much.”

“Yeah, risking your loss is idiocy.” I agreed. “But you can’t just sit back. The stronger you are, the more we can push the boundaries of what we know, and for my idea…” There are a great number of risks, mostly to me, but to Aiko too. And maybe to Asha… but if it works…

In the peace after Kyoto and London, and hopefully before another disaster happened, such as me being forced to face off against the Church of True Revelation, that bastard golden-eyed toad, or getting sent to somewhere like China or South Korea for political gain, I wanted to maximise our foundation and personal growth as much as possible. I might need to change my plans on the push to Rank Four… maybe we can catch up on all the Spires and other infrastructure afterwards. It’ll end up costing us a pile of ether long-term, but it’ll still only be a week or two of what Asha’s Tree pumps out, and we’ll have better security and be able to bring all of Tokyo and the surrounds under our aegis… well, we have to clear the build queues and get a Silo expanded first, whatever happens…

“Do go on.” Bell encouraged, curious. “Mortal ways of thinking freed the Spring of Clear Reflections. I would be very interested to see what else is in that mind of yours.”

“No, I think I’ll keep it under wraps for now. No offense, but other than Yasaka-san, who I’ll need the help of, I think this matter should remain a secret.” If it works… it could change everything. But could also lead to a scenario far worse than when Conqueror is discovered by most Chosen. I’m already pushing it with Divine Favour extraction…

“How can you be so cold to me?” Bell giggled, twirling her blue locks around her fingers, trying to look hurt, but her smile destroyed the image. “After all, we are promised to each other, and out on a delightful forest date, just like Elves enjoy.” She looked around at the carnage, bare churned earth, felled trees and shattered rocks strewn all around us.

“Oh yes. Delightful.” I agreed sarcastically. “And the natives are so welcoming. Besides, I don’t remember any promise.”

“You can hardly blame me for trying.” Bell chuckled, and she was quite easy to be around, I admitted to myself. “Oh well…” She turned to Motoko and Natsumi. “You two pay attention to me at least. Next, we’ll move to the spear. I’m not bad with that either.” She puffed out her chest proudly.

“We eagerly await your instruction!” they chorused, bowing, and as Bell finished her wine, she grinned.

“All right then. You know, if you were Fae, you would both have a bright future as Way-Wardens…”

As they talked, I turned my attention to Daiyu, who was thinking, replaying her battles in her head. “I don’t want to interrupt…” I began, and she looked up at me, a slight smile on her face, which for her was the same as a happy grin.

“You are never an interruption.” she promised me. “Please go on.”

“I was just impressed by your use of water element. It isn’t something I’ve thought of. All my elemental attacks are disposable. Teach me how it works?”

Her eyes widened a little, and her cheeks went faintly pink. “Of course, I should be more than happy to. After all, Dao Companions should learn together, just as they… do other things together.” Her blush deepened.

“That’s great.” I smiled at her embarrassment. “In that case…” I lifted up her robe a little and placed my hand on her belly. “…I should be able to give you some of my water element, since I generate a lot more, to keep you topped up…”

As I flirted with Daiyu, I heard Haru-san and Prince Shōtoku talking. “He’s always like this.” Haru-san was saying. “I… I don’t mind it. I need to get used to normal human interactions again, between men and women. But it’s hard sometimes…”

“You have suffered greatly, I hear.” the Prince commiserated courteously. “I can see you are an Onryō, yet your lack of grudge and hatred is most exemplary. I believe you could pass on, if you wish to. Though now is perhaps not the right time…”

“No, not yet.” she shook her head. “I have my life to live that the vile man stole from me. Well, not live…” she snorted. “Ghosts aren’t alive. But… enjoy, certainly. That way I know I won in the end. If there is an afterlife other than this, I hope that bastard can look up from whatever Hell he is rotting in and see me content…”

“I too wish it so.” he agreed piously. “But such grim topics aside… everyone seems quite relaxed.”

“Yes, because Akio-san is here. He’s right, our margin of safety is very secure.” Haru-san explained. “Already this place is under my control. We have Na-san for her barriers, and Akio-san can easily cover us for a retreat and Heal us if the worst happens. No, we are already halfway to the base of Mount Atago. I don’t anticipate any problems until we reach it… other than his painful flirting. Matsumuro-san is going to have to get used to it too…”

“I pray Tsukiko-sama can gather what scraps of mortal happiness she can. But even though she has passed on her burden, Tsukuyomi still watches over her, even in her deathly sleep, I am sure. Her destiny has not ended, it seems.”

Hearing that, I nodded. Yes, she was the Diviner long before she received Tsukuyomi’s Divine Favour. And she’ll be the Diviner still after losing it. But so long as she also has time to be just Tsukiko-san, that’s fine too…
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“Brace!” Bell cried, and Natsumi and Motoko used wind element to hold themselves in position, their spears thrust up, the heads also wrapped in green energy. The giant snake, easily as long as a train, and actually as wide, hissed as its own bodyweight drove the spears in deeply, green scales scattering.

I’ll collect those, might be useful… using a little aether I grabbed the fallen scales, as Motoko and Natsumi darted backwards, drawing swords.

“Nice work.” An arrow from Bell pierced one massive eye and the snake reared up, screaming shrilly. Daiyu darted in from the flank, her water claws cutting through scales and flesh with equal ease. Once a bloody gap was open, ruby and silver liquid scattering, she switched back to her old Technique, and with her palms, injected a surge of Qi to inflict damage within, only now she could marshal a number of times more energy, with greater purity. Blood exploded out of the wound, the snake shuddering, and Haru-san took out the other eye.

“How vexing.” Daiyu grumbled, now covered in reeking blood. She created a little ordinary water and washed off the worst, while Kana began to churn the ground, the blinded snake sinking in, thrashing in vain. As it became stuck, Motoko and Natsumi, their wind energy topped up by my reserves, raced in again, and though their strength was not sufficient to pierce scales unaided, with the chainsaw-like winds wreathing their swords they had soon cut deep, brutal gouges into the snake, and as its struggles started to fade, I mercy-killed it with a bolt to the brain, and it burst into a rainbow of aether, leaving a number more scales behind.

“Good job everyone. The extra Levels are really starting to make a difference.” I praised. “And to you too, Bell. You have a way with teaching. I can see their improvement.”

Motoko and Natsumi looked happy, and so did Bell, who smiled. “Of course. I am a skilled Way-Warden, who has both received and given much advice. I am happy for your praise. My coming along was not an inconvenience then?”

She certainly knows what to say. When she looks at me like that, there’s no way I can say she was. Though being fair to her, she’s been a help… “No, I’ve been glad to have you.” I gathered the remaining scales, as extra crafting materials never hurt. “So, Haru-san. All good?”

She nodded. “Yes, we have clear control to the grove at the foot of the mountain. It hasn’t been too bad.”

“That’s true, but the difficulty starts now. I don’t want a war with the Tengu, so we should proceed carefully. We don’t attack first, so Chen Na, be ready to use barriers. Once we are protected we can easily talk.”

The woman nodded, and we set off, covering the last few hundred metres of forest, this more primeval and thicker than the thorny bamboo we had passed through to get here. The forest was silent, even for the Boundary. Too silent. The yellow blaze of Mount Atago overhead was lighting up the forest, flickering fitfully… No, that’s not right… “Chen Na, barriers on everyone but me!” I called, and as she responded, my Eye flared, seeing the flickering lights not as reflections of the mountain above, but as…

Tormented Ever-Burning Spirits Of The Cursed [Elemental Spirit]


My Eye could clearly see them now, rising out of the ground, the foliage around them bursting into yellow and red flames. There were dozens, no, hundreds of them, a mix of human, Yōkai, goblinoid and stranger creatures, animals too, all pale figures made from mist and blazing flames, their eyes dark red and black pits of rage and sorrow.

“Nothing is ever easy!” I cursed, water bullets forming around me and firing off like a great cannonade…


Four Hundred And Four


The volley of water droplets tore into the packed ranks of the fiery spirits. Steam hissed, acrid and toxic, before the powerful Spirit Water counteracted the taint and the struck creatures melted, flames dimming and the ethereal bodies within boiling away. As they did so, for a moment the fragmented wisps of ether formed a faint silhouette of the beings within the flames, and from the more humanoid ones I got a fleeting sense of gratitude, some faint fragmented thoughts. I see. I remember Shaeula running into some enemies like these when she was in Kyoto, and it was from them she found out about Mount Atago and the flame element there in the first place...

Even as I was considering this I attacked without pause, the barrage of water bullets a staccato burst like a number of machine guns, tearing through the ranks. I was not alone, Haru-san’s bolts of light also striking home, though the effect wasn’t as she hoped. This is where my sis would be handy with her sunlight element, or even Ren-san…

“Stay calm, during battle, a cool head and precise thinking is required.” Bell was saying to Motoko and Natsumi. As the ground around the burning wraiths blackened and shrivelled, she nocked an arrow. “At a distance, we have the advantage. A true warrior, a Way-Warden, leverages every gain they can get. After all, if we fall, then the Seelie Court is in danger.” Her arrow flew out, but the large bear-like flame she struck merely shrugged it off. Motoko and Natsumi followed suit, but as their wind arrows made contact, it only scattered droplets of burning yellow and sooty red, before the pierced foes increased in size.

“Don’t use wind! It feeds flame.” I warned urgently. “Our foes aren’t corporeal, so they are a pain to fight. Luckily, Spirit Water is effective…”

On hearing that, Daiyu gave me a slight smile. “I see. Then I shall be the vanguard. I need to show my improvement, to the master of all.” She leapt forwards, her dark hair streaming behind her, and her water claws sliced apart a wolf-flame, before cutting down several small child-like creatures.

“You heard that, huh? Now I feel a bit embarrassed.” Setting that aside, I took stock of the situation, never letting up on my barrage of water bullets. Though my supply is hardly inexhaustible. Fortunately each only needs the barest trickle of Spirit Water to be effective… With most of my Split Thoughts concentrated here in the Boundary, since my negotiations in the Material didn’t require extra processing power, I was able to maintain my effectiveness. “If these were more of those blue-skinned little shits this would be easy. Then, intangible spirits have always given us trouble…”

“That’s prejudice.” Haru-san grumbled, sniffing, and I turned my head, surprised, only to see a small smile bloom on her face after a moment. Realising she was teasing me, I sighed, and she laughed. “Don’t mind me, Akio-san. As a ghost, I’m allowed to be mean to other ghosts, but you can’t. Dead woman privilege!”

She unleashed more light beams, her focus narrowing, and this time the struck creature of flame disintegrated. “I thought so.” she muttered. “Light is dangerous to those like me. It just needs the proper adjustments…” Her face screwed up momentarily, her expression grim. “They sure are noisy though. A constant babble of thoughts and emotions. Most of them hateful and vile. But… we should lay them to rest. It would be simple mercy.”

“I thought the bugs were bad… I hate this even more!” Kana cried, but she was still thinking of how to act, despite her face being deathly pale. “My vision… they burn with a rainbow of abnormality, but the colours are all dark and tainted, like they are covered in muck. It’s nauseating. Stay away!” The ground began to draw in the spirits, liquefied earth and rock sucking them down. Unfortunately it was a stopgap at best, as they began to ignite the flowing mud, and foul steam was rising.

“Many thanks to you.” Daiyu called, taking advantage of the brief moment where the spirits were helpless. Her clothing was starting to smoke and burn, her skin likewise blackening before regenerating instantly, dead flakes peeing off to reveal pink skin underneath, before that too started to burn. She winced, her eyes narrowing, and her water-element claws disintegrated, forming up again into a long, thin blade. With her extra reach she slashed apart numerous foes, scattering them into ether.

“She’s certainly a natural genius.” I muttered, continuing to barrage our enemies. Turning to Motoko, Natsumi and Bell, I had an idea. “Give me your arrows.”

Wordlessly, they handed over their quivers, and I conjured water element, dousing the arrowheads in the purifying liquid. “This should make you effective. I’d do your swords too, but getting close to them isn’t something I’d recommend…”

Motoko nodded at that, seeing the constant trickle of damage Daiyu was taking from proximity alone. “Yes, we should choose the most appropriate actions, as Bellaera has indicated.” She paused for a moment, before chiding me gently, something she rarely did. “And you should not merely label Daiyu a genius. That dismisses the hard work she has put in her whole life, since she was a child. I respect her deeply as a senior in the combat arts.”

As Kana burst out laughing, her disgust momentarily forgotten, I shrugged. “You certainly told me there. I get it. She’s definitely a hard worker. But… hard workers can be geniuses too. She’s the best of both worlds. Now…” I turned to Kana. “…your turn.” I created a large ball of water with one hand while my other continued to fire into the crowd of blazing spirits. “I’ll infuse this into your mud…”

“I get it…” Kana nodded, while behind us, Bell and the two girls were lining up their next arrows.

“Remember, the arrowhead is wet and has extra weight, so that needs to be taken into account…” Bell’s arrow leapt free, and this time the perfectly placed shot to the head of a blazing beast felled it, the Spirit Water burning like purifying acid. Natsumi pumped her fist as her own arrow took down a blazing wolf, while Motoko smiled elegantly, reaching for another soaked arrow as her own shaft stuck deep.

“Here we go then…” Kana muttered, the now sodden mud turning into a sea of sharp spikes, rushing into the mob, breaking them apart.

“I’m not cut out for this…” Yasaka-san mourned, addressing Prince Shōtoku, who was watching the raging battle calmly. The numbers of our enemy were significant, and more were coming out of the trees and down from the slopes of Mount Atago, but overall we were making steady inroads. “…though it is a bit shameful letting a bunch of young girls fight for me.”

“Women are just as capable as men.” the Prince replied. “Tsukiko-sama is proof of that. And many Kami and powerful Yōkai are female.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep our male dignity intact.” I laughed. Haru-san shook her head at that, more light pouring down, like a luminous rain, destroying a swathe of the attacking creatures.

“The only problem is, I’m burning water element keeping everyone else fighting…” I continued. I could probably unleash one huge attack and clear the area, but that would give the majority of the gains to me. While the danger is manageable it’s better to let everyone else shine… Drawing Storming Moonlight, I drenched the blade, but that didn’t seem to be enough. I have an idea… using aether I chilled the metal, until the Spirit Water froze, forming a layer of ice, shimmering white, blue, pink and orange on the metal. “Daiyu, I’m coming to support you!” I called to her, and she gestured with her free hand, not looking away from her blazing opponent, steps graceful as she darted in, dispatching it with a slash of her slowly evaporating water blade.

“All right then.” I declared, my opponent some sort of flaming mountain lion, which leapt at me, eyes burning black pits of anguish and hatred. “Go to your rest!” My steps were the footwork of Tsumura Arts, and keeping my balance perfect, while my body was in a position to effortlessly shift in any direction, I pivoted, the icy sword pierced the head of the lion, and it fell in two halves, the ice disintegrating it. For a moment the black flames in the eyes died down, and I thought I could see gratitude, before it was gone, ether scattering.

More flaming humanoids rushed at me, and I quickly began to hack them down, my speed a number of times greater than my opponents'. The enemy ranks were thinning more and more under my onslaught and Daiyu’s fierce attacks, while arrows from the girls were taking out a number more. Kana was using her soaked mud to prowl the perimeter, sucking in groups of incoming enemies and rendering them helpless as they melted away, and Haru-san, perhaps sympathising with the tormented spirits, was putting out great efforts, surrounded by a shimmering halo of indigo and gold, looking almost as if she was Kannon herself, brilliant rains of light falling over the area, purging the flaming enemies.

“At least it’s good to have no moral dilemmas here.” I mused, losing myself in the flow of battle. An incandescant wolf leapt at me, but I spun effortlessly, blade arching down, hacking it apart. I then charged, and three humanoid flame-beasts perished, steam rising, and while I wasn’t Haru-san and didn’t have her gifts, I was sure that I could feel their joy at being released. “This battle is definitely a just one. We put them to rest and gain some experience and ether for doing so.” If only everything was so clear-cut…

As the fighting continued, we quickly gained the upper hand. I extended my senses with aether, the strain harder due to the two sensory streams running in different temporal channels, and noticed that the creatures were still congregating to attack us, coming out of cracks in the mountain, albeit at a far slower rate than previously.

“Keep going. We’ve got this!” I promised, and as we continued to cut down the burning, cursed spirits, Daiyu turned to me, eyes wide, shouting for us to retreat. At the same moment I noticed what she had, and called out urgently “Chen Na, barriers around us all. Now!”

As the woman, who had been stood waiting dully while we fought, urgently called on her barriers, a dome springing up, covering us all, trapping a few fiery spirits inside with us, which we quickly moved to dispatch, the skies above, their usual silvery unlight overshadowed by the burning of the flames on Mount Atago, were blotted out, and a hissing sound filled the air. The barrier trembled, dull impacts bouncing off as arrows made from some black stone, perhaps obsidian, scattered against it, trails of orange energies like miniature comets left behind, only to fade away as fast as they appeared. Other arrows fell into the remaining damned spirits outside the energy shield, which started to break apart, the projectiles performing much as our Spirit Water and light attacks had done.

“You see them?” Daiyu asked as she dispatched the last of the burning creatures. “My Qi Perception detected them. From above.”

“Yeah.” I nodded, as everyone crowded around us, nervous of the changing situation. “I don’t normally extend my vision upwards, but since we are by a mountain I did so. Guess that’s an oversight I’ll have to put right in future.” I turned to Prince Shōtoku. “I’m guessing they are the Tengu of Mount Atago then?”

Arrows continued to fall, the flow slackening, but more were still striking Chen Na’s barrier. Overhead several score humanoids flew, their wings covered in feathers like those of a crow, usually black, though brown, dark blue and even one with pure white feathers were seen. The white-winged one was wearing long black robes with orange detailing, and unlike the others, whose faces were obscured by ornate helmets or long hoods, this one’s head was bare, and it wore a long-nosed crimson mask, the eyes peering out of the slits a deep yellow, almost golden in hue.

“It seems so. Judging by the black and orange robes…” the Prince began calmly. “…it is one of the famed Onmyōji of Mount Atago.”

“How can you be so calm?” Kana asked, sneaking close to me. “We’re trapped in here. If they can fly, I can’t do anything about them…”

“There’s no need to worry.” I reassured her, stroking her hair, which calmed her down. “We knew we’d come across them sooner or later. And if worst comes to the worst, I’m confident I can hold them off by myself while you all flee back to Haru-san’s Territory, it’s only a few hundred metres away.”

As I said that, the robed Tengu began an intonation. “Genbu, Lord of Winter, Master of Water, He Who Heralds Winter… I call upon the deep black ocean. Purge the unholy spirits and bring peace once more to the sacred mountain, let the cold stillness of winter and black waters reign once again.” The other Tengu had formed up around the robed one in the air, every position seemingly important, and aether surged.

“Black Water Purification: Sanzu-no-Kawa!” it cried, my eyes picking out some sort of talisman in its hand, which shattered in a surge of orange light.

“Not good…” I muttered, feeling the power in it. “That’s going to hurt…” I immediately reinforced Chen Na’s barriers with ones of stone. That blocked our view, except for mine, my Eye still able to peer through and observe. A tide of water was pouring from the sky, and as it washed away the damned spirits they vanished, first freezing solid, before dissolving into mist and dispersing. The barrier trembled, water slamming against it, and ice was creeping up it, putting heavy pressure on Chen Na, who was grimacing.

“It’s all right, I think you can hold on.” I reassured her, watching carefully. The ice was slowing, covering half of the dome, and the circle of Tengu above broke up, many of them reaching for their bows again. Arrows began to fall once more, but while they were powerful, Chen Na was able to fend them off.

“So what should we do?” Bell asked. “Being pinned down is the worst of places to be, but we have options. The best way to win a battle is not to need to fight at all. These are not the Unseelie, so…”

“The Tengu are territorial and fierce but can be reasoned with.” the Prince agreed. “The concern is of course how we are to open dialogue. Their arrows are powerful, and their Onmyōji Arts likewise. White wings are also rare and cherished, symbolising great spiritual powers. If you harm such a one, any chance of peaceful contact is forfeited.”

“Fortunately we have a little time, although…” The black robed Tengu was holding another talisman, the paper covered in ancient-looking characters. “…Chen Na, can you hold up? Good job so far, by the way.”

She nodded, mopping at her steaming brow. “I can… but not indefinitely. The ice, it is gnawing at my power, I can feel it, trying to force it to stillness.”

“I’ll do something about that.” I promised. Dismissing the wall of earth and stone I had used to reinforce the barrier, I asked Chen Na to make a quick breach.

“Are you sure?” Kana asked me, and I nodded.

“Like I said, it’s fine. Worst case, if I give the signal, Chen Na switches to bubble barriers on you all and you retreat. I’ll join you when you’re safe. But…” I looked up at the Tengu above. “…I don’t want to abandon what we came for without trying everything we can.”

“He will be fine.” Haru-san reassured Kana. “Do it, Na-san.”

“I shall join you…” Prince Shōtoku declared, and as we looked at him in surprise he waved his staff to emphasise his point. “You are currently the Chosen of Tsukuyomi, the heir to Tsukiko-sama, and oversee her rest. As a Kami of Tsukuyomi-jinja, I must see this through. Besides…” he smiled benevolently. “…if you wish to negotiate with Tarōbō, even though he has disdain for us other Kami of Kyoto, he will at least do me the courtesy of not killing me out of hand.” He paused, looking up through the barrier at the flock of Tengu, who were preparing another attack. “…at least I believe such to be the case.”

“Fine. Chen Na, put a bubble around him. If we’re relying on the Prince to attack, we’re screwed, so might as well make sure he’s properly defended. I owe Tsukiko-san that much.” There were giggles at that, and a bubble of shimmering energy formed, shielding the Prince from harm. “All right then…” I continued, grasping the protected Prince with aether. “Now!”

The larger barrier dimmed, a section momentarily disappearing, and then we were through. It sealed up behind us and I released the breath I was holding, as well as the bubble of force shrouding the Prince. Looking up, I called out. “Hold on a minute. We aren’t enemies! We’ve come to talk!”

A few arrows came my way, obsidian heads shining with water energies, but I quickly batted them aside harmlessly. Going to take a lot more than that now to wound me…

“Noble Onmyōji of pure white wings…” Prince Shōtoku intoned solemnly, which gave it pause for a moment, the golden-yellow eyes under the mask swivelling to gaze at him. “We mean no harm, nor disrespect. Consider us emissaries to the noble Tarōbō. There is no need for battle between us. Not when the foot of the sacred mountain crawls with poor, tormented spirits.”

“Shōtoku…” the Tengu spoke, voice muffled behind the long-nosed crimson mask. “…this is not your place. Mount Atago belongs to the Tengu, we have guarded the sacred flame of the spirits for many long years. Be it the Hyakki Yagyō, mortal interlopers or Kami, we will not yield!”

The Tengu paused, head tilted, and seemed to be considering something. “Is this coincidence? No, surely not. The growing rift, the pollution of the flame, the greater numbers and strength of damned ones… is this your ploy, Shōtoku? Have you Kami worked some dark art, malignant rite? Is that why Kyoto, the border between here and…” It trailed off, thinking hard, before reaching a decision.

“I have no idea what you are referring to. I am simply here to escort…” Prince Shōtoku began, troubled, but with talisman in hand the Tengu started chanting.

“Looks like things have gone south.” I sighed. “Prince, get back into cover and…”

“No, they are labouring under some misapprehension, surely.” he insisted solemnly. “We need to reach an accord, where we can talk freely. But… if you kill any of the Tengu, Tarōbō will be furious. Can you subdue such a host?”

“With all of you under cover? I think so…” At my words, he nodded.

“Then good fortune to you, and may Tsukuyomi watch over your actions kindly…”

As he retreated, the chant up above finished. “Black Water Purification: Sanzu-no-Kawa!”

Aether and water element surged in the air as the ritual formation magnified the effects of the talisman. A torrent of black water poured down towards me, already freezing around the edges, and I found I was grinning. This is what I need to clear my head. No killing, just… good honest battle. Wait, am I a battle junkie now? That can’t be right…

That thought taking a mere moment, I gathered Foehn, the blazing energy shimmering around me. “I’ve already seen that one…” I shouted, and Foehn roared, flame meeting water and ice, exploding into a massive cloud of steam, shockwave driving me a few steps backwards. There was a squawk of pain, and several Tengu tumbled from the sky, stunned.

Nope, not happening… I channelled earth element, mimicking Kana’s earlier efforts, and thick, gooey mud exploded upwards, arresting their falls. They still landed rather painfully, but they would live, though their armour and feathers were choked in sticky mud as they thrashed about, enraged.

“You dare?” the white-winged Tengu cried. “This is our land! We know of Kyoto, and the mortals who have come plaguing it. That is none of our concern, yet…” the long crimson nose pointed to Chen Na’s barrier. “Are they in there? I can smell humans…”

I don’t count anymore, huh? I’m kind of hurt… “We’re hardly plaguing it… damn it, at least stop trying to turn me into a pincushion while we’re talking.” I cursed, dodging a rain of arrows, wind element knocking them aside. “I haven’t used this one in a while, but…” For a brief moment I thought of Shaeula as I channelled a great gale of wind energy above me. “Jupiter Descending!”

The Tengu were pushed out of their formation and were struggling to use their bows in the gale, and a half dozen were thrown off balance, crashing towards the ground. “This is a casualty-free zone.” I stamped my foot, and the ground turned to a sea of liquid mud, ruby energies draining from me. Their landings were painful and inelegant, dirt splashing everywhere, but they would survive.

“Such troubles. I must not falter here!” The white-winged Tengu pulled out a different talisman, this one with characters in crimson ink. “Suzaku, Lord of Summer, Master of Flame, He Who Brings Forth Summer…” The remaining Tengu tried to position themselves into another formation, a different one, and I could see they were holding gemstones, rocks, bells, cups and more. Huh, is that some sort of weird Feng Shui?

“…I call on the bright flame of the summer sun, incinerate these unworthy invaders, and return peace to this sacred mountain, where your flame burns eternally. Endless Fire Festival! Hi-matsuri!”

At that moment, the yellow eyes behind the mask narrowed, and a ring of deep darkness appeared behind me, ringed with a penumbra of brilliant, purple-golden light. “Prominence Dusk!”

The flames that poured down from the disintegrating talisman bathed me, but were drawn into the rotating ring at my back. Inky flames sprang up, and I grinned. “I like festivals. How about you invite me to one rather than attacking?”

“Is that a halo? Are you a Kami of the Six Paths….” the Tengu asked, stunned, as a large portion of the flames were returned towards it, the dark, flickering fires menacing. “…Tarōbō, I fear I have failed, the invaders will…” Its words trailed off as the fire shot past, a series of perfectly placed blasts missing it and all the other Tengu, a feat that was clearly intended. It blinked in surprise, only to be struck from behind by my renewed Jupiter Descending. It was clever to use flame to counter my wind, but… I win.

The Tengu flailed, feathers scattering like a white blizzard. Others dived towards it, hands outstretched, only to falter as I wove beams of light into their paths. Jumping, I grabbed the white-winged Tengu by the throat and slammed it to the ground, as it let out a shrill cry. My foot was on the back of its neck, and I pointed down Storming Moonlight, the edge keen and touching the flesh of the Tengu below me, robe parting and flesh below leaking a little bead of blood.

As the Tengu froze, I shook my head. “All right. I think it’s time we all calmed down and lowered our weapons, don’t you? This conflict doesn’t benefit anyone.”

Below my boot, the Tengu quivered, more blood beading on its flesh. “Very well. We can… we can converse!” the Tengu agreed hastily. “Let there be no more violence! It will only draw the damned…”

“I think matters are resolved. Come and help tend to the wounded.” I called to the group sheltering under the barrier, and as the remaining Tengu flapped down to help their mired comrades, the barrier dropped. Prince Shōtoku strolled over, looking at the pitiful Tengu under my foot, and sighed.

“Akio-sama, please do let this pitiful one up. It is a great disgrace for a Tengu to be grounded so, since they are rulers of the skies and the high mountaintops. I understand your anger, but…”

“I’m not angry.” I disagreed, surprising everyone. “We did come uninvited. Yes, if they were coming knocking on my Territory door, I wouldn’t go out all guns blazing, I’d ask questions first, discern their intentions… but I’d certainly be cautious.”

The white-winged Tengu seemed surprised. “Yes, that is only reasonable! The world is more dangerous than ever! There was some great event in Kyoto recently, the Boundary has been damaged greatly. This angered great Tarōbō and might perhaps be why…” it trailed off meaningfully.

Oho, is that it? “The damned, you said? A growing rift, pollution of the flame…” I repeated its words from earlier.

“You have annoyingly good ears…” it muttered, but as I removed my foot and sword, it got to its feet, brushing itself down. Mud was staining the black robe, and the wings were in a bit of a sorry state, missing feathers and caked in dirt, and the nose on the crimson mask was bent, but other than that, it was unharmed. Looking around us at the churned and destroyed battlefield, little tongues of Foehn still burning fitfully, it sighed. “...but you are not mistaken. Such a shock must be the reason we are facing calamity, and that is why you Kami, the Hyakki Yagyō and these new humans who have taken power that does not belong to them are to blame!”

“That’s wrong!” Haru-san denied her accusations, as she emerged from safety. The Tengu scowled at her, eyes narrowed.

“What would an evil spirit such as you know, Onryō?”

Haru-san flinched. “Why is everyone being prejudiced against me today?” she managed after a moment, trying to shrug off the insult, and I growled menacingly.

“Don’t test my patience, Tengu. Haru-san has been through a lot, so don’t mock or dismiss her. Besides, she was there. When a monster of incredible hunger and evil attacked. We beat if off, hurt it… but the damage to the Boundary as a consequence is what you can see. And it’ll be back. That’s one thing we wanted to discuss with Tarōbō.”

“It indeed is a fearful being.” Prince Shōtoku agreed. “Not of this world, yet somehow it has found its way here. Were it not for the actions of many, Kyoto would have been destroyed. Mount Atago would not have remained safe were the rest of us to fall.”

“I see. I would like to believe you, but…” The Tengu let out a muffled sigh, the others around us, their faces hidden behind hoods and helms, still radiating visible unease with their body language.

“Look, nobody died, and those flaming creatures were defeated.” I suggested reasonably. “We came here to negotiate with the Tengu of the mountain, and here you are. We might not have had a great first contact, but it’s true that we didn’t come here to fight.” Not the Tengu, at least. “So, cut the insults, and let’s get down to business.”

The Tengu paused for a moment, golden-yellow eyes staring into mine, before nodding, a comical look with the bent-nosed and muddy mask. “Very well. This is a decision I cannot make myself. Great Tarōbō will likely be angry with me, but… I shall have to bear his fury without complaint.”

Great, seems like we are getting somewhere at last. Even so, there is a potential danger… seeing my meaningful glance at the girls, the Tengu shrugged, threadbare wings bouncing.

“Do not be insulting. If I give permission for you to enter the sacred mountain Atago, then so long as you do no harm, no harm shall befall you. Our hospitality shall be bountiful, the sake shall flow. And your timing is auspicious. We are to hold a great festival, in the hopes of purifying the flame once more… that is why we were hunting these doomed, cursed spirits, when we came upon you right on our borders.”

“I see. A festival, huh?” Guess my earlier joke was right on the mark. As the girls expressed their desire to accompany me, I weighed it up. Prince Shōtoku nodded, so I decided to take the Tengu at its word.

I don’t want to deny them the opportunity to see something wonderful and exotic, but… I’ll have to be sure I can keep them safe from danger… “All right then. Lead on.” My gaze drifted up the massive mountain, to the burning glow at the summit. A sacred flame of the spirits, huh? It does make me wonder…


Four Hundred And Five


Stepping foot on the base of Mount Atago, I immediately felt the pressure of a Territory barrier. It pushed back for a moment, holding me in place, but as the masked Tengu inclined its head the force vanished, and I stepped onto the land within. Hmm… feels a bit stronger than mine, roughly on a par with Haru-san’s, so Rank Three in a high ether density area?

That concerned me. Fighting in a hostile Rank 3 Territory would put an additional burden on me, but I believed I could manage. As for some of the others, though… my gaze lingered on Motoko, Natsumi, Kana and Yasaka-san. On seeing my troubled look, the masked Tengu turned to me, wings drooping in what I could only describe as an affronted manner.

“There is no need to feel threatened. Great Tarōbō is a being of honour. Since you have caused no harm and I have invited you in, your safe passage is guaranteed, unless you commit a grave affront.”

“That’s the worrying bit.” I replied mildly. “An affront? That’s awfully loose a definition.”

The Tengu shook its head, gesturing in annoyance. “I have explained this, do no harm. Were you to be rude guests, then you would simply be ejected. I find your distrust upsetting and insulting.” The muffled voice did sound upset.

“If it was just me, I wouldn’t mind. But I’ve already had a bad experience with someone I care about in Kyoto nearly dying due to me being persuaded to take them into danger they weren’t ready for. I’m not the sort of fool who makes the same mistake repeatedly.” I’d like to say twice, but I have made some mistakes a few times. I’m definitely learning though… “While we have no intention of causing harm, and are here to discuss cooperation, I know beings of great power are often temperamental. Nurarihyon certainly was…”

“You have met the First of the Hundred Demons?” the Tengu seemed interested, tilting its broken-nosed head questioningly. “I expect you must be a powerful being indeed to have escaped such unscathed.”

“There was no getting out of that unless he let me.” I shook my head. “But my point is, being inside a hostile Territory is dangerous.” I do have a trump card that can ensure their safety, but I still don’t like taking risks…

“I believe all will be well.” Prince Shōtoku spoke up, thumping the butt of his gem-topped staff on the dark rock of the mountain, the sound echoing. “We must accord respect to those who protect these lands, even if we do not see eye to eye.”

“Shōtoku…” the Tengu muttered, surprised. “You Kami, Great Tarōbō has little love for you, especially after the events that may well have…” it trailed off, suddenly unwilling to speak. “Enough of this. It will be fine, I am certain. Come, come.” Most of the other Tengu had flown up the mountain, but we were faced with a set of dark, winding steps, carved out of the mountain itself, black rock flickering with light as shards of mica and other reflective minerals were flecked within the stone. Great weathered torii gates were every few dozen paces, and Kana looked up at the distant summit with envy.

“This is way more impressive than Shirohebizumi. I’m losing confidence, it seems every shrine and temple we visit is better than mine.”

“Don’t be so downcast. The shrine on Mount Atago is no longer considered a true one.” Yasaka-san spoke up. The Tengu glowered at him sharply, eyes hard behind the mask, but said nothing as he continued his explanation. “During the Meiji Restoration, when many shrines and temples were lost, the shrine was deconstructed and moved. Considering that Tarōbō was said to have a… difficult… relationship to the Kami of Kyoto, and the family that had managed the shrine for fifteen hundred years was down to just a single, sickly daughter, it was abandoned. Your shrine, which has remained an unbroken link of faith, is worthy of praise.”

“You won’t get anything for flattering me.” Kana waved a hand, smiling. “Thanks for the kind words though. I’ll tell Akio you were nice to me!”

“Again, he’s right there!” the older man rolled his eyes. “Enough talk.” He stared up at the seemingly endless steps, grimacing. “These old bones aren’t going to enjoy the climb, even now…”

“You’re not that old.” I grinned. “All right. I trust you, Tengu. But if you prove false…”

“There is no need for threats.” The Tengu gave a muffled sigh, shaking its moulted and mud-stained wings angrily. “And this waiting is disrespectful. Others have gone to inform Great Tarōbō of your arrival. If you back out now it would be seen as insult. The sake of welcome will already be poured. We follow the sacred rules of hospitality, just as any others do.” It then whispered words I barely heard. “…and tell him of my failure too.”

“All right. In that case…” I took a few more steps, and the others followed me, grimacing a bit at the weight of the Territory that was not our own. The remaining Tengu were soaring ahead of us, hot updrafts carrying them to the skies above, where they vanished from sight. Only the white-winged one remained with us. Seeing my look, it bobbed its head.

“It has been long since I have been forced to walk these thousands of steps to the sacred summit, where the flame burns.”

“Thousands… just great.” Yasaka-san groaned.

“You know, this is the perfect time for some training.” Bell suggested cheerfully. “Us Elves are light-footed, so… try and catch me. It will build your speed and stamina.” With that the blue-haired Elf darted up the stairs, proving her words were no lie. Motoko and Natsumi exchanged glances, before chasing after her, in an impromptu game of tag. Daiyu considered it for a moment, before going back to her contemplation of the flame high above us.

“I’ll sit that one out thanks.” Kana giggled, and Haru-san and Chen Na nodded. I then realised Haru-san was floating a little off the ground, her legs appearing vague and misty. Seeing my look, she laughed.

“I might as well take advantage of my ghostly nature. I think I’ll just float up!”

“You’ll give me a piggyback if I get tired, right?” Kana winked at me, and I had to laugh at that.

“Sure. But everyone here is a Chosen or has had Chirurgery… or is a Kami, I guess.” I glanced at Prince Shōtoku, who was ascending, his staff tapping the ground regularly. “So nobody should struggle. We might as well enjoy the scenery. It’s a sight few humans have ever seen.”

“That is true. I am still unsure as to your relationship with these humans…” the Tengu addressed me. “…are you one who serves them? But you seem to be the leader. Even Shōtoku defers to you.”

“Relationship? You make it sound like I’m not human. Oh, I guess I’m not, not anymore. But I certainly was, and still see myself that way. I’m one of those the Gods chose.” As we ascended, we talked, as well as looked around at the sights of Mount Atago. Waves of heat radiated from cracks in the rocks, and pools of gooey, thick mud and venting fumaroles filled the air with shining yellow and green energies, sparks dancing prettily on the breeze. Oh, there’s wind here. That’s unusual for the Boundary…

“One of the troubles that plague us. I see.” the Tengu sighed, resigned. “But there is only so long we can stand aside, separate from all others. Great Tarōbō should hear your tidings of what truly happened at Kyoto, and this otherworldly fiend you speak of.” Seeing me notice the wind, the Tengu barked a muffled laugh. “The hot flames of Atago create many wonderful updrafts. Nothing is more pleasurable than riding the thermals, spiralling high into the skies, seeing for many, many miles. At least… that was the case.”

I waited for the Tengu to say more, but it remained silent. As we continued to ascend, the view was starting to become spectacular, I admitted, the panorama of Kyoto, the many wondrous shrines and fountains of elemental energies a sight that I could never have dreamed of, a few scant months ago…
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“Looks like we are nearly there.” I remarked to Kana over my shoulder, and she gave me a bright smile in return.

“It seems so. This was quite the climb. Not that I’d know.” She stuck out her tongue at me playfully and shifted her weight on my back. I had ended up piggybacking her after all, and it was quite the challenge, as not only was her chest pressing against my back, (though I couldn’t feel much through my Brigandine), but my hands were on her thighs and buttocks. Think clean thoughts. Now is not the time for this, and we’re still at the dating stage…

“That looks a great deal of fun.” Natsumi grinned, fanning herself, her face slicked with sweat. “We should do that sometime.”

Motoko agreed. “Yes, although this was satisfying in its own way.” She too was sweaty and exhausted but seemed happy with her efforts.

“You did well. Of course, I am a skilled Way-Warden, I am not so easy to catch.” Bell grinned, composed and free from sweat, despite her race up the mountains.

“As long as you stay away from the fissures…” the Tengu warned us, not for the first time. “…if a tide of those cursed spirits erupts and you are too close…”

“They were all roped off.” Bell shrugged. “There's no need for worry, I have no intention of endangering myself or these two. That would defeat the point of me being here. I am trying to impress him.” She smiled at me winningly, and I had to admit she was certainly a charming beauty.

The Tengu’s words had dried up after it mentioned the thermals, but occasionally on our ascent it would speak, and the longest exchange had been when we came across the first of the rifts it had talked about, a great black cavern bored into the side of Mount Atago, shimenawa ropes, thick as steel cables, roped around it, talismans plastered everywhere, but even that could not restrain the fitfully burning flames of yellow mixed with black and red, and other darker colours. My Eye had detected it as Lost Flame Of Naraka but had been unable to glean any further details, the usual question mark spam as annoying as ever. No Shiro here to buff my Eye alas…

When I had mentioned that to Daiyu, who had merely been climbing the steps beside us silently, taking in the wondrous sights, she had frowned. “Naraka, the suffering and torments for the unworthy and evil. Some say it is the Hell Realm of the Six Paths, though others dispute this. Whatever this lost flame is, it can be nothing good.”

Nothing good indeed. No-one else had any insight into the matter, so we had continued to climb, merely pondering on what troubles were plaguing the mountain.

“And there’s the welcoming committee.” Haru-san pointed out, walking on her own feet again now that we had reached the summit. Hundreds of armoured Tengu, many wearing the same red, long-nosed mask as our white-winged escort, had formed up, bows and spears in hand. Others were riding the thermals, looking down on us. Behind them, great carved statues of Tengu, and also great tusked boars, oddly enough, were standing guard as if sentinels, and the drab torii gates of the mountain ascent were replaced by massive, magnificent ones in shining red and gold. My keen vision could make out a building beyond that, a huge temple-like structure, with a massive bowl-shaped centre, within which burned a brilliant yellow flame, almost too bright to look at, but inside that flame, darker colours flickered here and there, appearing before vanishing, as if burned away. Beyond that temple lay many buildings and avenues, lit by strings of burning paper lanterns in all colours of the rainbow.

“He’s here…” the Tengu beside us gave a muted sigh, yellow eyes focussed on a massive, muscular Tengu, a good foot taller than it, wearing similar robes to it, only in a shade between blue and green, with brown detailing in a somewhat different pattern. That Tengu had wings of deep black, and as he strode towards us imperiously, the white-winged Tengu who had guided us here seemed to shrink in on itself, suddenly weak and fragile.

“Visitors. How… unusual.” the Tengu boomed behind his mask. “I am Arangbō of the East. I bid you welcome to Mount Atago.” With that done, he turned to the white-winged Tengu, raising his mask just a barest touch to spit, the liquid sizzling a little as the stone underfoot was rather warm. “As for you...” he sighed balefully. “...what a pathetic display, for you to come crawling back on your feet, smeared in mud and shamed by defeat. You disgrace the North. Are your wings too damaged to fly, or is it that you are simply enamoured with the filth now you have been soiled with it?”

Our guide seemed to shrink further, looking down. “I… no, I simply… as a courtesy…”

I set Kana down gently, momentarily regretting letting her out of my hands, and she smiled, flushing a little seeing my reaction. Everyone formed up behind me, and I strode forwards, putting myself between the two Tengu. “Arangbō, was it? A pleasure to meet you. I am Oshiro Moonstone Akio, and I lead the group who has come to Mount Atago to seek council and alliance with the mighty Tarōbō. Unfortunately, we ended up at odds during an extermination of some poor tormented damned spirits, and we fought. Please don’t blame the Tengu for its defeat. In its place, I doubt others would fare any better.” Though I was speaking politely, my words were angry. I don’t like bullies…

“Oho, I see.” Arangbō laughed. He turned to another Tengu, this one in the air, watching us, holding an ornate staff with many iron and golden rings looped together, wearing a white robe with some golden iconography. “What does the West think of this, Fungbō?”

The Tengu descended, dark blue wings flapping, rings chiming. On landing it looked at us with golden eyes, the long-nosed mask wearing a sneering expression. “I think our guest is rather arrogant. But…” it bowed. “…like Autumn, I am gentle and kind. I can allow such arrogance to pass. For now.” it warned. “We bid you welcome. Great Tarōbō awaits eagerly, to get to the bottom of this unusual visitation. And perhaps there… you can put your boasts to the test.”

“South is waiting eagerly. He is keen to begin the challenges, and what comes after, the long-awaited purging.” Arangbō boomed, and I could hear the smirk in his words. “Hot-tempered as the Summer, that one. But first, the festival…”

“Yes, we need all the good fortune we can muster.” Fungbō agreed. “Unfortunately, North has proved as disappointing as a long bitter Winter.” The white-winged Tengu shuddered at those words. “But enough talk. The sake and meat of the boar.”

A Tengu came forward, this one clearly female, her bodyline visible under her tight robes, though the face was behind one of the usual crimson masks, and her hair was hidden too. She was carrying a gourd that was giving off a deep smell of rice wine, and a tray filled with small sake cups. Behind her came another, carrying a steaming platter of rich, fatty pork.

“To the leader first…” Fungbō sneered, and I took a cup, breathing in the fragrance, before sipping it. Damn, this is excellent. I took some roasted boar meat as well, the hot juices exploding with flavour in my mouth. When I was done, I bowed politely and thanked them, and the Tengu woman went to Prince Shōtoku next. Gradually, everyone was served, and when we were all done, Kana gushing about the flavour, Arangbō clapped his hands.

Wait, there’s something missing… that’s it… catching Prince Shōtoku’s eye, he nodded, and I quickly produced the remaining fruit wine Asha and Hyacinth had packed for us. “I offer this in return, from our lands.” I declared grandly, and Fungbō gestured to one of the Tengu women, who took it from me and poured out a small cup. He drank it and gave an approving grunt.

“Fragrant. At least you have manners. Pour for East… and North as well, as is customary.” The pause was clearly intended to be spiteful, but the white-winged Tengu ignored it, taking the offered cup and shifting its mask a little to drink, careful to avoid us seeing what was beneath it.

“Yes, it is good.” it whispered.

“Then the greetings and guest rights are concluded.” Arangbō clapped again. “Great Tarōbō waits in the centre, as is customary.” The Tengu parted, and we were able to make our way towards the great temple, the heat of the massive column of flame warm on our skin, even from this distance. As we walked, I turned and whispered to the white-winged Tengu.

“Are you all right? Is your relationship with them bad?”

It shook its head gloomily. “Not especially. The four of us are not particularly close, but we have ties of…” it paused, shaking its head yet again. “…no matter. It is simply my defeat and disgraceful appearance that angers them. In time, they will forget, and we still have to work together, now more than ever. I lost disgracefully, was trampled to the bare earth under your boot… I will have to live with that shame until they let me forget it.”

Okay, now I feel guilty… “There’s no shame in being beaten. I’ve lost a few times.” I had to retreat from Kiku, Shaeula’s sister kicked my ass in sparring, and more… “What’s shameful is not learning from the defeat and growing stronger.”

The Tengu bobbed its head. “I see. Yes, that is true. As North, I have to remain composed, as stoic and calm as Winter itself.”

“There’s a lot of tension in the air.” Kana observed, looking around eagerly at the brightly lit streets. “For a festival, you’d expect that it’d be more cheerful…”

“Oh, we shall celebrate…” Arangbō remarked from above, listening in. “…but this festival is the opening act. Afterwards…” he paused. “...Great Tarōbō will speak of it.” He pointed to a massive boar-shaped platform, garlanded with flowers that were somehow ablaze yet not being consumed. Beside it was a Tengu in brilliant red robes with yellow characters embroidered on it… South, I presume… and sitting atop the platform on a rather ornate throne was… and that must be Tarōbō…

I narrowed my eyes, able to feel his arrogant League from here. The girls were a little pale and uncomfortable from the pressure, so I spoke up loudly, addressing the impressively-sized Tengu with golden wings and long, flowing violet hair. His crimson mask was tooled in gold and precious metals, and he carried a staff of many rings, similar to Fungbō, yet his was set with a clear jewel that burned with a radiant fire inside, amidst the rings. A yellow robe, with crimson characters embroidered in complex patterns…

“Mighty Tarōbō, I bid you greetings from Kyoto.” My voice echoed imperiously, my League and Majesty shining through. “Please restrain your presence. While I find it easy to bear, not all of my companions are so blessed.”

Tarōbō appraised me, his golden eyes shimmering with power, before he slowly inclined his head. “Welcome, guests who have arrived unannounced.” he spoke coolly, every word weighted. “You have come at a time both fortuitous and terrible, for the festival is upon us, and then…”

“Great Tarōbō, before you speak further…” Fungbō interrupted. “…in return for our hospitality, of sake and boar, this being has offered wine. It is quite good.”

“Very well.” Tarōbō declared, and at that some was poured for South and Tarōbō, who both drank deep. South’s head nodded, pleased, while Tarōbō was silent for a while, before getting a refill, emptying the last of the bottle, smacking his lips.

“Fragrant. Quite different to the sake of our mountain home.” he declared. “It tastes of places far from here, of the rich earth and nature, and the cold moon and night sky.”

“You are quite perceptive. The fruits were grown by a Dryad of the far Seelie Court, and aided by another Fae. They then crafted this wine. I am pleased it finds favour with you.” I spoke grandiosely. I’ve been dealing with important mortals and spiritual beings alike. I’m almost used to this now…

“Is that so?” the lord of the Tengu of Mount Atago mused, illuminated by the blazing glow of the yellow flame in the temple behind him. “Fascinating.” He reined in his magnificent presence, and Kana, Motoko and Natsumi gave out sighs of relief, while several others in the party also looked less strained. “So, speak. What brings you here?”

“We came to seek an alliance, and access to the flame of Mount Atago.” I replied, not hiding our intent. “We have those who seek to understand the flame, and we believe studying it would bring them great dividends.”

There was a long moment of silence, before Tarōbō rumbled his answer. “And do you think that such a proposal is likely to please me?” He turned his head towards the Prince behind me, and I could see the jewel in his staff glowing, almost seeming to draw something out of the great Tengu. I resisted the urge to unleash my Eye and take a look, as the negotiations had only just begun and I was unwilling to provoke him. No committing grave affronts this time. I cut it close enough with Nurarihyon.

“So, Shōtoku, what drags you out of your little shrine? And with this one, a once-mortal, no less, and a vengeful ghost… no, two of the dead.” He stared around further. “An odd spiritual being not of this land, some unusually talented mortals, those who still hold true to faith perhaps, and… some of these fools who took the power of the Kami and their Godly masters. You think I cannot see Kyoto from here, Shōtoku? I have little liking for what I have seen.”

“There has been little good, I admit. But these tidings concern you too.” The Prince inclined his head, acknowledging his criticism. “As for why I leave my shrine, I am following the one who keeps safe the spirit of the blessed Tsukiko-sama, and has given us hope, no matter how faint, of defeating the foul invader from far beyond the shores of the Boundary that surrounds us.”

“Invader? I must know more of this.” he answered, and the jewel glowed brighter as he peered at me. “Two spirits. One… I see. Her. An unusual gift indeed, to trap a spirit before it can depart for shores unknown…” I could sense his scowl under the mask. “I have still heard little of why we should listen to your greedy demand.”

“It wasn’t a demand.” I assured him. “An alliance could bring you many benefits. We are stronger together, and with our Territory around Kyoto now bordering Mount Atago, a mutual defensive pact is profitable for us both. You could have access to the light element of Kyoto, or even others in my distant Territory. A fair trade for all.”

“And why should we need such? Mount Atago is guarded by the Tengu and always will be. No army can break our defences, and the Four Directions stand strong and proud…” He paused as Fungbō whispered into his ears, and it was so soft that even my hearing couldn’t catch most of it.

“… only brought them… ... ... Lost miserably, trampled… sunk in the mud, a shame of the…”

The jewel intensified in brightness as the angry set of Tarōbō’s wings and shoulders indicated his fury. Moments later, he beckoned the white-winged Tengu, who gingerly stepped forwards, dragging its feet, until it was in front of the throne, looking up. “Great Tarōbō, I must apologise. I was shamefully defeated after initiating the battle myself. Despite holding the skies, I was not able to defeat them, and was cast down to the ground…”

“...and trampled, no less.” he rumbled, aggrieved. “You are North, of Winter, and yet… disappointing.”

“They were stronger than I, I have no excuses. I have failed you. As North, one of your great Onmyōji, and also as your…”

Its words were cut off as the jewel in his staff flared brilliantly, and Tarōbō reached down, seizing its bent-nosed crimson mask, wrenching it free. “Filthy.” he intoned, as the Tengu let out a surprisingly girlish scream, violet hair tumbling free as it covered its face with both hands, shielding it from view. “For one of my… no, we have no time to lament your failures. Cover your shameful face, and you will have to attend the festival and subsequent purge maskless. Now go, clean the filth from your flesh and feathers… and do not show me your face again until you have claimed a victory.”

“Yes…” the Tengu whispered, before rushing off past us. That was hard to watch. I feel sorry for it. All it did was lose a battle, nobody died or was seriously injured, just a few Tengu got muddy…

Kana thought the same, as she whispered to me that Tarōbō was a bit of an ass. Holding in my smile, I nodded, before deciding to press my one advantage. “It is not merely mutual defence, though as one who bested the Tengu you just sent scurrying away…” I couldn’t help but let out a little disappointment in my tone. “…I am quite the capable man. And I have many talents. For example…” I gestured to the golden-yellow flame behind me, able to see threads of black and red and other colours that did not belong there. “I know of the troubles your flame is having. It’s a flame of Naraka, corrupting it, if i am not mistaken?”

Gasps went up from the Tengu around us, and Tarōbō leaned forwards, golden eyes staring into mine, the glow of the gem on his staff fading. “Who told you this? Was it the shameful mouth in the pathetic face of Haanōbō, who you defeated?”

Haanōbō, huh? “I merely heard from their words about such worries as they were attacking the damned, blazing spirits that flocked to the base of the mountain in their hundreds.” I assured him. “No, I have a good Eye.” I tapped it meaningfully. “I saw some Lost Flame Of Naraka seeping out of a warded fissure in the mountainside. And I wager, if you would let me look closely at your flame…”

“Then what?” he asked, and I held in my smile.

“Then I could discern just what the dark, writhing flames within it are. I’d wager a cask of the Fae wine you just drank that it’s more of the same though.” And to prove a point I let my Eye blaze amber, not forgetting to grab a cheeky look at his staff, which was making me curious.

Staff Of Muted Desires [Item Class: Noble] [Item Type: Artifice]
This staff is an ancient one and uses a mixture of Flame and Light Element to draw out and suppress the negative desires and emotions of the bearer or those it targets. Such energy can then be converted into Darkness Elemental energies and used to fuel powerful attacks that affect the mind and spirit, though those who lack negative desires and evil Karma will be unharmed by such.


Wow. So if he was calm when he ripped the mask from Haanōbō, I’d hate to see what he is like when he’s angry…reflexively mimicking my sister In my thoughts, I made sure to turn my gaze quickly to the flame, the brilliant glow hurting my eyes.

Sacred Flame Of Mount Atago
This Flame burns brilliantly, freeing ghosts and other tormented spirits of their impurities, negative Karma and griefs. Ghosts, wraiths and other spiritual beings who are not warped and twisted by evil will be strengthened and purified, their natures enhanced. Unfortunately, though mischance, ill-fortune or ??????, the Flame has become unstable, and accumulated debris from purification has attracted ???????, a cursed, dark Elemental Flame of Naraka, and is gradually being encroached, drawing in and corrupting the fragments of spirit in an ever-increasing area, and ???????????? ???????????.


More question marks, but I was right, as expected. It wasn’t hard to put together. “Yeah, I’m afraid your ghost purifying flame here has begun to be encroached by Naraka’s dark fires. It’s drawing in bad things. Those fiery, damned spirits are the work of your fire now, I’d wager.” As I said that, the Tengu around us began talking all at once, raising quite a fuss.

“Ghost purifying flame?” Haru-san whispered softly behind me, and I shook my head.

“You’re going nowhere near that right now. In fact, I’m worried. You and Chen Na, maybe you shouldn’t stay here, just in case…”

Haru-san shook her head. “No, I can feel something from the fire, two somethings in fact. One is warm and comforting, the other… no. You need me here, I’m sure of it.”

“All right, but don’t put yourself at risk. The first sign of a problem, and you’re heading back to Kyoto.” I told her, and she smiled at me.

“I’ll be careful. I’ve already died once, I don’t want to make it a habit.”

“I see.” Tarōbō spoke then. “Maybe Haanōbō is not such a foolish disappointment after all. Though punishment, once given for good reason, shall not be rescinded.” he declared. “Perhaps this arrival is the sort of fate your God speaks of, Shōtoku.”

As the Prince inclined his head in acknowledgement of that, the great Tengu continued. “The festival is coming, where we will feast, make merry and pray. Then… the challenges. I am in little mood to talk of alliances… but we have shared sake and pork, and some of this… Fae wine you speak of. You have defeated the North of Winter, so if you have the courage… then face the challenges, and should you win renown, we will speak again. But first…”

Tarōbō gestured, and suddenly the great booming of drums could be heard, and I turned to see a number of Tengu starting to parade, beating huge Taiko drums, and bonfires burst into life all across the square, and the skies were suddenly filled with exploding fireworks, in brilliant red, gold, blue, green, purple and shades that fireworks on Earth couldn’t have. As everyone stared up in wonder, I met Tarōbō’s eyes, and nodded.

There’s more to this than I know. Is this my Fortune at work, or do I just love to stumble into trouble? It doesn’t look like something I have to deal with, but… I glanced at Haru-san, who was gazing up, the fireworks reflected in her dark eyes. I don’t like it when my Eyes discern the corruption is spreading to an ever-increasing area… even if the encroachment is slow, judging by the size of the golden flame to the dark parts, one day… No, Haru-san has suffered enough. And besides… it seems to me there’s a chance to win that alliance we wanted. A win-win situation for sure…


Four Hundred And Six


“Have you been to many festivals?” I asked Daiyu, who merely shook her head.

“No, I had little time for such things, nor were there such in the halls of the Incorruptible Jade…” she paused, considering. “No, perhaps there was.” As she glanced around with some interest at the bustling festivities, a long-nosed Tengu mask replica on one side of her head, she considered it. “The Sect halls had those who could not Cultivate, servants, family members who had no talents, farmers and craftsmen and their families. I have come to realise, one cannot survive purely though pursuing the peak of Cultivation. Experiencing life strengthens one’s will.” Her small hand was clutched in mine. “No, they likely did hold such events, seeking joy in the lonely mountains of Shaanxi. Such word never reached my ears, or those of us who held ourselves proud and aloof in the halls of our Sect.”

At seeing the faintly melancholic expression on her face, I pulled her close. “It’s fine.” I assured her. “That just means you have more to experience now.” I promised her. “Look around. Did you imagine you’d be at a Tengu festival?”

“It is more unbelievable that I would be here with my Dao Companion.” Her expression changed to a small smile. “I thank you for your efforts to console me. We should enjoy ourselves. After all, I do not have long before I must hand you over to the next girl.” Her smile widened at my slight discomfort.

Yeah, it was Haru-san’s idea. And not a bad one… Since there was nothing we could do until the festival was over, and I was here with four of my women, she suggested I spend some time with each of them. At the sharp gleams in their eyes at that, I realised refusing would be a foolish choice, so after a heated game of rock-paper-scissors, the order was decided, and Daiyu was first. I was still a little wary of the whole situation, but with Prince Shōtoku assuring me that Tarōbō and his Tengu wouldn’t be so base as to profane their ceremonies with treachery, I relented and decided to enjoy myself, though I did warn the others to stay together and keep alert.

“In that case, is there anything you’d like to see? You might as well take advantage of this to experience what festivals are like, because back on the Material, you’ll be going to them with me for many years to come.” I insisted gallantly, and her face reddened slightly, and her hand in mine tightened its grip.

“I am happy just seeing new things. I was too closed away, in my own world. Now, I have already achieved more than I ever believed possible.” she answered. “So tell me, is this what those you have been to are like?”

Looking around at the streets of Mount Atago, I frowned. Is it? There are definitely similarities… The paper lanterns glowing in a multitude of colours overhanging the streets, the stalls, the revellers wearing masks… though the Tengu masks here are worn over the face, not at the side of their heads, and they seem to wear them all the time… “Sure, there’s a lot that is the same.” I admitted. “Which is strange. Or is it? I suppose our traditions had to come from somewhere. But the stalls aren’t the same.” Here there were no festival staples like teriyaki, noodles or takoyaki, the food was all variations on roast pork, with a variety of styles and sauces, and the drinks were all sake, though some sweet low-alcohol amazake was also sold.

“Hungry?” I asked, and Daiyu nodded, so I went to a stall selling skewers. The Tengu behind it was wearing a yukata, modified so the wings could fit out the back. “Uh… what money do you take?” I asked, and the Tengu shrugged.

“We have no use for such trivial things. Tonight we celebrate the Sacred Flame and call upon fortune before our champions are chosen. Eat, be merry, visitors.” He pressed the fragrant skewers, still piping hot, into my free hand, and I grinned as I passed one to Daiyu. Champions, huh?

“I see. Thank you for your gracious hospitality. When our alliance is concluded and you can visit my Territory, you simply must check out the café on top of our great Tree. You can sample our delicacies. Mmm, this is quite good.” I enthused, taking a bite. Beside me, Daiyu was eating quietly and daintily, through from the set of her face I could tell she was enjoying it. Up above fireworks were exploding constantly, though the noise of them was much reduced compared to the Material, and the blooms of light in numerous brilliant colours far brighter.

“Normally the fireworks are at the end.” I explained to Daiyu, remembering when Eri had confessed to me. “It’s the climax, and seen as rather romantic. Ask Eri if you want to know more about that.”

“Oh, I see. I shall do that.” Daiyu licked her fingers, before flushing a little, embarrassed. “I could use something to drink, the meat was rich indeed.”

With wooden mugs in hand after visiting another stall, I pointed out the other difference. “A lot of the Tengu seem to be carrying torches, and there are open bonfires burning everywhere. We wouldn’t do that back in Japan, it’s a fire hazard. Since they are venerating their flame though, I guess I can see why they would…” I caught sight of the red-robed figure of Summer moving through the crowd, and decided to follow him. Though of course, we can’t forget to have fun… Squeezing Daiyu’s hand, I grinned. Now this I didn’t see happening this morning…
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“A fire-leaping challenge, huh?” Natsumi nodded. As second place, she was now my date, and I was telling her about Daiyu’s exploits. “It seems rather unfair, as Tengu can fly.”

“True, but it’s a great shame to rely on anything other than the strength of their legs, apparently. Though their wings can be used to catch the updraft, not that there would be much from the bonfires.”

“I see.” Natsumi mused. She too wearing a Tengu mask, rakishly pushed to one side of her head. On seeing my stare, she giggled. “I would never get to be so carefree at a festival in Tokyo. As a daughter of nobility, even as one of the Three-Hundred, I must never let myself be seen having immodest fun. But here…”

“Here nobody but us can see. But screw it, if you want to have fun in Tokyo, do so. I don’t think it makes you any less elegant and quite frankly, I don’t care. I’m happier when you are enjoying yourself.” I insisted, and her grip on my hand tightened.

“I’m fortunate. That you understand me so well.” She smiled brilliantly, her face lighting up with contentment and joy. “I always wanted to go to a festival with Motoko. Now… I’m just sorry the others can’t be here too. Anyway, tell me more…” she asked, and I continued the story, pointing over towards a large series of fires, around which dozens of raucous Tengu were gathered, wings flapping and arms gesticulating wildly. Even as we watched, a Tengu jumped the flames, landing awkwardly, crying out as his wings started to smoulder. A watching Tengu dumped a pail of water over him, dousing the embers, and the crowd hooted, cheered and stamped their feet.

“On seeing the Tengu, obviously Daiyu wanted to try. She’s surprisingly competitive. But first, the red-robed Tengu, I still don’t have his name, I’ll just call him Summer, decided to leap. He was impressive, I’ll give him that. Unlike a lot of the others, who got a little burned like the one we just saw, he was over in one great bound.”

“He is one of their leaders, you’d expect that.” Natsumi pointed out, captivated by the tale. “So Daiyu…?”

“The surrounding Tengu were raucous.” I grabbed another mug of sake from a passing Tengu, and was going to get a second for Natsumi, but with a pretty smile and blushing face she stopped me, so we shared the mug, taking turns sipping from it. “Some of them mocked her for being small and wingless, and said she would never make the jump. Others worried she would burn her pretty face.”

“That fired her up more, I imagine?” Natsumi chuckled, and as I went to sip, she did too, so our foreheads bumped together gently, and as we looked at each other, she started giggling uncontrollably. As I pulled back she leaned in and kissed me, the taste of sake on our lips and tongue.

“This is fun.” Natsumi breathed, licking her lips when we were done. “So, she made the jump, I can't see it ending any other way?”

“Of course. This is Daiyu we are talking about.” I agreed proudly. “She leapt right up into the sky. For a moment it looked as if she would crash down into the flames, but she spun in the air and cleared it elegantly, landing like a professional gymnast. The Tengu went wild, hooting and cheering, and even Summer had to applaud. We stayed and watched a few others make the jump, enjoying the spectacle…”

“Did you kiss?” Natsumi asked, and I nodded.

“It seemed a good moment.” I looked up at the fiery flowers blooming up above. “Fireworks set the mood. But… having them continuous does make them a bit less special.”

“Each one is a prayer to the Flame.” I turned to see the massive Tengu Arangbō behind us. I frowned, not liking the way he was dismissive of Haanōbō before, but quickly smoothed my expression as he continued to talk to us. “The Flame of Mount Atago was entrusted to Great Tarōbō by the Kami and those above them, long ago. And we have protected it from all. It is the source of prosperity for us, as well as our sacred charge.”

His head tilted upwards, light from the fireworks reflecting off his crimson mask. “But now… troubles, one after another.” He stared at us, and the set of his wings was angry. “First, the Gods, the greatest Kami, they have started touching the world again, no matter how weakly…” He glared at the distant Prince Shōtoku, who was enjoying some sake with Yasaka-san. “…then the Flame…” He turned to the great golden blaze at the centre of the temple. “…and the poor, damned spirits. Now visitors, and the disgrace of Winter. To think I call that useless failure kin.”

“If the Kami gave you the task of protecting the flame, why do you dislike the Kami of Kyoto so?” Natsumi asked what I had been thinking.

“It is our charge, and we do it faithfully. But in the end, they see the Flame and Mount Atago as theirs. We, and Great Tarōbō, are merely caretakers. Such arrogance. What have they done for us? Their meddling now will bring ruin to us all. This creature you spoke of, it is likely here because of the hubris of the eight million, and the great Gods. No, the Flame is ours. We will safeguard it, even from the Kami themselves!”

“I see.” I muttered noncommittally. No wonder they were affronted when I wanted to share their flame. But I still want access to flame element, and this one seems potent… “So, prayers, huh? Is the flame leaping the same?”

“Indeed.” Arangbō agreed. “I saw that girl leap the flames without fear. I was impressed. But you did not try yourself.” he observed.

“No, I didn’t. I’ve heard tell of challenges from Tarōbō.” I smiled knowingly. “That interests me. So I’d rather not show my hand too early.”

Arangbō paused, before letting out a hearty laugh. “You? Do not be so arrogant, just because you defeated Haanōbō. These trials, challenges, are prayers to the Flame, and will weed out the unworthy. Only the most powerful of Tengu will be chosen. You visitors from below the mountain have no chance of triumph over us. We Directions are sure to be the victors.”

“I see.” Natsumi giggled. “So Haanōbō was the weakest of the Four Heavenly Kings, and a disgrace.”

As Arangbō tilted his head, confused, I asked Natsumi where she had learned such a saying.

“It was from Shiro. She says that groups of four always end up fitting the same pattern. I don’t quite understand it, but it does sound similar.”

“That Shiro. Take what she says with a pinch of salt.” I laughed. “But… is Haanōbō really so much weaker than you three?” I asked Arangbō seriously. “She had some skill, her icy water wasn’t that bad. Besides, as you’ll see during the challenges, losing to me is no shame.”

That seemed to shock the Tengu, and after a moment, he let out a gale of bitter laughter. “Your arrogance is refreshing. I look forward to humbling you. No, Haanōbō of the North is not weak. Hence why we are so disappointed. Failure due to arrogance is the worst kind of failure.”

“I don’t like that. We all make mistakes, we all lose sometimes. If we can learn from it, it doesn’t stay a failure. Anyway, I’m on a date right now, so we’ll take our leave.” With that we left Arangbō behind, strolling through the festival.

“What do you think the challenges are?” Natsumi asked, curious. “If it is combat, Motoko, Daiyu and I would all wish to take part.”

“Maybe, some sort of mock combat seems likely. But for now…” I smiled at her. “...want to grab some more sake?”

“I’d like that.” Natsumi nodded. “But only one mug. We can share again.” The rosy blush of her cheeks shone as bright as the flames all around us…
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“Our festivals at Shirohebizumi don’t hold up to this…” Kana grumbled, waving the burning torch she had been given.

“So?” I replied, raising an eyebrow. “For someone who claimed you never cared about your shrine, you go about comparing it to every other one we visit.”

“A gentleman wouldn’t point that out.” Kana pouted cutely, before winking. “But maybe I’m just doing it so you’ll comfort me? I’m a sly girl like that.”

“If so, I don’t mind.” I agreed. “You are very relaxing to be with, so a little flattery is no problem.”

“Damn…” she puffed out her cheeks. “I know I’m cute, I spent years purposely making myself that way. But I’m more than just that, you know…” Around us, Tengu were dancing and waving their torches, as overhead more fireworks exploded. “…after all, I accepted Kṣitigarbha’s Favour.”

“You did. But I don’t see why you can’t be fun and cute, as well as driven and ambitious. Besides, we’re dating, so… a festival date is just classic, don't you think?”

“Yeah, and I suppose doing it at Shirohebizumi would be boring as hell.” Kana agreed. “So, since it’s a date…” she smiled adorably. “...why not treat me to some food and feed me? Although nothing probably comes close to the joy you had giving me a piggyback up those stairs. I know you were feeling up my ass. And I know it’s a good one. I exercise and watch my diet so I always look killer in jeans.”

“Guilty as charged.” I declared grandly, and she blushed, which amused me, the gap between her forthright, flirty outside and her rather inexperienced inner self charming. “But if your boyfriend can’t grope you a little, who can?”

“Oh you!” She pounded me gently with her fist, so as not to hurt her hand. She then offered me the free hand, which I took. “I saw you holding hands with Daiyu and Natsumi. Now you have to feed me, my hands are both full.” She gestured with the torch happily. “As for groping me… I’m not an easy girl. A few more dates first, Akio.”

“So this’ll be one date closer to some fun then…” I teased, making her blush anew. “Excuse me…” I spoke to a nearby Tengu by a fire pit, on which a huge wild boar was roasting. “Can I have a plate of that? By the way, where do all these pigs come from? Do you raise them?” The smell is amazing. It would certainly be a shame if they just flared to ether in death, but it’s likely similar to how a few parts remain on some creatures I’ve killed…

“By all means.” the Tengu woman replied, her face masked. “Here.” She wielded a massive knife, slicing chunks of steaming meat from the flanks, before drizzling it with a brightly coloured sauce. “The boars are sacred to Mount Atago, and many dwell on the north-western slopes and in the forests below. This one…” she patted the cow-sized boar as it turned on the spit. “…is merely a runt.”

“A runt?” Kana laughed. “I’d hate to see a full-sized one, it might be the size of a truck!” She looked at me with expectation then. “Now, feed me!” She opened her mouth cutely, fluttering her eyelashes.

“Say ahh then.” I teased, my excellent Precision allowing me to juggle the plate and a long fork with a single hand, proffering some steaming meat to Kana. This is rather embarrassing, and I can see Yasaka-san over there rolling his eyes at me. But, I find I don’t really care. If I’m going to be a boyfriend, I’ll be the best damn boyfriend ever, unashamed of all public displays of affection. Besides, Kana is cute, no question.

She must have been thinking the same thing, as her face twitched, flushing, but she continued to wait, and as I pushed some meat inside she started chewing. After swallowing she opened her mouth again. “More. It’s really good.”

As I continued to feed Kana as we strolled through the crowd, I noticed something odd. The majority of the Tengu were taking part in the revelry, eating and drinking to excess, but none of the Directions such as Arangbō or the red-robed Summer were indulging, Summer merely holding a small cup of water to replenish his fluids after more fire-leaping. On seeing that, I continued to observe, and a small number of the Tengu were acting the same.

“What’s up?” Kana asked, seeing that I was distracted. “Are you bored with me already, or are you thinking of what we’ll do after a few dates?” she teased me.

“That is on my mind.” I laughed. “But fortunately I can think of more than one thing at once. No, I just…” I explained my observations, and Kana shrugged.

“That’s easily solved. Hey… you there!” She waved her flaming torch, attracting a passing Tengu, one that was rather drunk and staggering as it walked. “A question. Is there some reason that the … Four Directions, wasn’t it… yeah, the Directions and some others aren’t celebrating?”

The Tengu turned, swaying unsteadily. “Oh, the visitors. No, they are celebrating! Each flame a prayer.” It hiccupped noisily. “But it is foolish to eat and drink before the challenges. You know, if I was stronger, I would put myself forward. I am a fair shot with the bow, and…” As the drunken Tengu started to talk at Kana, she used her experience dealing with pushy men to dismiss him.

“Okay, thanks for your help. Got to go, my boyfriend’s waiting. Bye!” And with that we left the blinking Tengu behind us, confused.

“There. Easy.” Kana grinned. “I get not drinking, but eating? I doubt I’ll have much to do with any challenges.” She smiled knowingly at me then. “So, since you probably shouldn’t eat any more…” she opened her mouth again. “...feeding time. I know you loved it. Ahh!”

Laughing, I raised the fork, spearing more meat. As Kana chomped on the pork, licking her lips seductively, I considered my options. No eating and drinking, huh? Kind of hard as I still have one date to go, but… it shouldn’t matter too much. I mean, I can purge the alcohol with Ether Healing, so… Looking at the flirty Kana, I decided simply to enjoy myself, and deal with any problems from that later…
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“That’s a very pretty cloak. Where did you get it?” I asked Motoko, and she pointed to one of the stalls, where a Tengu was weaving cloth on an old-fashioned loom.

“There. It is quite the pretty fabric, it reminds me of a kimono.” she smiled, holding a bundle of cloth in her arms. “I have one for Natsumi too, since she enjoys weaving and dyeing.”

“You’re a good friend to her.” I remarked, matching her warm smile. “But that cloth looks awkward, let me carry it.”

“Of course. A gentleman should.” she agreed. “Normally, I hate such unwritten rules. I am hardly a weak flower, unable to bear weight heavier than chopsticks. But I know you mean it as a true courtesy, not a reflection on me as a person, as a warrior. I love that.” Her face flushed as she talked. “I am still not overly used to speaking of love. If I do not say it often enough, do not think I am lacking in care. I am simply… not used to expecting a marriage of love, rather than convenience.”

“I get it.” I stroked her hair as I tucked the heavy bundle of cloth under one arm. “I struggled at first too. Arranged marriage isn’t ever something I thought would be a part of my life.”

“But you do not regret it?” Motoko asked, staring up at the fireworks. Some Tengu were flying between the blasts, dodging the explosions of brilliant light to the whooping cheers and applause of the drunken and rowdy masked Tengu below.

“No. I don’t. However it started, it’s how it finishes that counts, and to be honest, if I saw another man making a pass at you, Natsumi or Hinata now, I’d probably murder him. I’m selfish, but… I guess I have to be. People rely on me. Hell, the world relies on me. Sure, I dare say that some other Chosen are worthy and making an effort to prepare us for the dangers that are coming, but…”

“…but relying on others is foolish, when you can use your own strength to protect what you cherish.” Motoko agreed with me. “Which is why Natsumi and I are training every day. We cherish our Arts, but… we also cherish you, and the others. Never forget that.” She touched my cheek gently, tilting my head, lips pursed, and I kissed her. Our tongues entwined, and when we were done, our lips connected by a momentary bridge of hot saliva, she was breathing heavily. “…I am just happy what I want to do and need to do are now the same. So, if you are ever dissatisfied with me, do tell me, and I will do my best to…”

I silenced her with another kiss. She’s still insecure. I get it. She’s so elegant on the outside, being raised a daughter of Tsumura house, but unlike Hinata or Natsumi, she doesn’t have confidence with men, or in herself. “You don’t need to change for me. Just be your best self, and I’ll love that.” I promised. “So, what would you like to do?”

“There.” She pointed at a group of Tengu firing arrows at a boar-shaped target. One strange thing was that the arrows were doused in boiling oil first, so that it was like a volley of fiery meteorites streaking through the brilliantly lit night. “I would try my skill against these Tengu.”

“Festivals should have games.” I agreed. “Though it’s usually goldfish scooping, or cutting shapes out of sugared candy. Excuse me…” I spoke up, and after some discussion with the Tengu, Motoko had borrowed a bow, holding the flaming arrow gingerly.

“Just as Bellaera said, everything affects the shot.” Motoko muttered. “But a flame acts as a living thing, constantly shifting. The change in heat, weight, all must be balanced…” She squinted, pulling back the heavy string of the bow. It was bulkier than the Tsumura-style bows she normally used, and some of the Tengu had concerns if a fairly frail-looking girl could even draw it, but I had no doubts.

“And… there.” She loosed the arrow, and it streaked through the night, joining other arrows, striking the target, though Motoko clicked her tongue, irritated.

“You hit it.” I pointed out, and she shrugged.

“I did. But not well. The flame moving changed the trajectory unpredictably, and I was unable to counter it. Again.” She took another arrow, and for a while I was engrossed in watching her shoot. By the fifth arrow she was striking the target solidly, and her smile was radiant. Handing back the bow to a Tengu, she bowed politely, before turning back to me. Seeing her sweaty brow, I mopped it, and she leaned her head on my shoulder.

“I understand now. It is as Natsumi and I realised earlier. Archery is more than the bow, the arrow and the warrior. Archery is the whole world and everything in it.”

“My sister would agree with you. She loves the bow.”

“Yes. Your sister is easy to get along with. Natsumi and I are well pleased. Hinata too.” I raised an eyebrow at that, and she continued. “We of the nobility know that siblings of our husbands can often be spiteful and unwelcoming. It is a constant worry to us. One of many, that fortunately we no longer have to face.” Her words and expression showed her relief. “I genuinely like your sister. Shared passions hardly hurt.”

“Yeah, if she was here, she’d be using her own flaming bow, making a scene.” I agreed. “Hang on a minute…” Something caught my eye. “...is that Haanōbō?” From a distance I could see a figure in black robes, white wings still in a sorry state. Long violet hair was trailing down behind it, and the head was ducked low, arms in front of the face.

“I think so. I can tell by the way it moves.” Motoko agreed. “It seems it is heading for the temple.”

“Other Tengu are as well.” I noted, catching sight of Arangbō heading that way, flying through the sky. “The fireworks seem to be diminishing in number.”

“I see. Then it seems our date is coming to an end.” Motoko inferred. “A shame. Now Bellaera will not get her turn.”

Bellaera? “She wasn’t getting a turn.” I insisted, and Motoko smiled warmly.

“I am sure she will be devastated. As we were training, trying to catch her as she effortlessly evaded our clumsy attempts, she talked rather fondly of you.”

“Why? We’ve barely spent any time together outside of some meetings and a little bit of time I spent training with the Way-Wardens.”

“You underestimate your own appeal, to a warrior. And Bellaera is not one to seek a weak man. She is of nobility too, of a Fae kind, so has no resistance to arranged unions. But alas, you said your days of arranged marriages are over. So…”

“So…?” I asked as I took her hand, and we followed the crowd towards the temple square, under the glow and heat of the brilliantly blazing yet tainted flame.

“So it is up to her to make her charms known in an ordinary manner.” Motoko’s smile deepened, her dark brown eyes knowing, before her expression changed to a teasing one seldom seen on her face. “I am afraid Natsumi and I have been telling her your preferences. Do not blame us if she is more charming than you remember.”

You girls… Shaking my head I squeezed her hand, and put that aside for the moment, spying Tarōbō, now standing at the head of the temple, staff in hand…
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“It seems I missed my chance.” Bell giggled as Motoko and I approached, hand in hand. Everyone else was already here, and I shrugged as she said just what Motoko had. Is this because she’s talked to my girls?

“Sorry, but four dates in one festival are more than enough.” I brushed her off. “Besides, you’re not my girlfriend, Bell.”

“I could be.” she winked, blue eyes sparkling. “I’ve been told that you actually have a thing for Elves. I’m an Elf. It’s a good match!”

Huh? I looked around, and Natsumi smiled guiltily. “Shiro said you liked Elves, and especially Elves in…”

“Oh, please don’t say anymore!” Curse you Shiro! A man’s taste in ero-doujin is sacred! Besides, to be honest, that was more Yasu-san’s thing. I do admit, Elven women in anime were always gorgeous though… and their haughty pride breaking, accepting they like someone they used to see as inferior… well, I don’t get that vibe from Bell or Soliteare at all. They’re too… normal, I guess?

“I didn’t really understand, but Eri told me not to look into it. But Bellaera was happy to know that you do like Elves so she has a chance…”

“Changing the subject…” I coughed. “…looks like matters are at a head. And it was Haanōbō, I see.” The Four Directions were now beside Tarōbō, and it was covering its face still with its hands and long hair.

“You have it hard.” Haru-san commiserated, patting me on the shoulder, which was unusual for her. “I had more fun watching you than the festival itself. I knew my idea was a good one.”

“Enough.” Yasaka-san complained. “I didn’t have fun. Now, looks like the chief Tengu is about to speak.” Indeed, as we chatted, the majority of the Tengu had filled the square, and Tarōbō slammed down his staff, and beside him, Arangbō yelled out for silence. Once the crowd quietened, the last explosions of fireworks overhead dying down, Tarōbō spoke.

“Tengu of Mount Atago, guardians of the Sacred Flame…” His piercing golden gaze fell on us, and I could only imagine what expression he was making behind his mask. “…and our uninvited guests. The time has come. We have sent our prayers, our devotion to the Flame, hoping it might quell the spreading abyss. But alas, such hope is foolish. Prayers are best answered by ourselves! We were given the task of guarding the mountain, the Flame. But we do it not because this is our task, but because it is ours! We will not let the Flame perish, nor abandon our mountain home! No, we will destroy the abyss and its rifts, purge the poor, damned spirits, and restore the Sacred Flame to its brilliant, untainted glory!”

As the Tengu around us cheered and waved their wings and flaming torches frantically, Tarōbō shouted his next words. “If we must pray, best let our very actions be prayers! So I call on the brave, the strong, the lucky, the proud, those willing to risk all for our home and our duty that we do now through desire, ordered by none and serving none.” He was looking at Prince Shōtoku then. “Prove your desire, your fortune, your skill, strength and determination. Challenge yourself and all others, and take your place in defeating that which threatens all we hold dear!”

The crowd again erupted into frenzied cheers, and the flame in the temple behind us wavered, almost as if it heard and understood… Challenge myself and others, huh? Do I want to give it a try? I met Tarōbō’s golden eyes, and he inclined his head, as if daring me to step forward. I guess it depends on just what the challenges are…


Four Hundred And Seven


As the cheers continued, the jewel on Tarōbō’s staff glowed brilliantly, the light intensifying as it seemed to draw aether out of the cheering crowd. As the fervour boiled to a peak, Tarōbō slammed the butt of his staff down again, the noise shockingly loud, and the Tengu quietened momentarily.

“All is a prayer to the Flame.” he intoned. “The first trial, to weed out the unworthy, to send our prayers to Flame and ascend them to the Divine world above, is a simple one. Flame is life, and life is flame. Only by food may one be sated, may the flames of body and spirit burn. The sacred boars…” he proclaimed, to a murmured buzz from the rapt audience. “…those who wish to prove themselves must descend to the hunting ground of the boars and claim a life, returning the boar to us so we may feast! But just one!” he roared suddenly. “We are not as the Kami, greedy and careless with the lives of those beneath them. All have merit under the Flame! Make haste, bring back a single boar, and the greatest, the mightiest, shall have the right to brave battle and seek to close the spreading rifts!”

As the crowd cheered, several Tengu already losing control and flying off, I considered it. A hunting challenge, huh? Should be easy enough I’d say… but the main point is…

Before I could speak, Haanōbō dashed off, the remaining three Directions looking its way scornfully. Near us, a Tengu shook its head.

“Poor disgraced North. Normally such a menial task would be ill-befitting a Direction, their challenges will come… but now, bare-faced and defeated, honour must be reclaimed…”

Way to make me feel kind of guilty. That confirms there are a number more challenges to come, testing other things. Beside me, Motoko and Natsumi were staring at me with sparkling eyes.

“A hunting trial. Most excellent!” Motoko clutched her bow. “Akio, can we partake? I am confident of hunting down a boar of significant size.”

“That’s right.” Natsumi agreed. “The ones on display being roasted were massive, but if we use our archery, we can bring them down.”

I’m sure you can, but you are missing the main point here… Before I could voice my thoughts, Bell spoke up. “I have confidence in your skills. I too could effortlessly fell a boar with a well-placed shaft. No matter how brave the beast, an arrow through the eye, piercing the brain, or in the throat, bleeding it out, will suffice… but tell me, how will you carry back your prey?”

“Oh…” Motoko gasped, mouth flapping open, quite unlike her usual poise. She glanced over at the carcasses still turning on spits over firepits behind us, weighing them up. “I am stronger now, yes, far superior to the fragile girl I was before, yet…”

“We have limits. Carrying such a boar up a mountain, over rocks and bad terrain… we would be restricted in what we can catch.” Natsumi finished.

“You do get it. Otherwise I would put my own skills to the test. But you’ll be going, won't you, Akio?” Bell asked confidently. As we discussed it more Tengu were taking flight, soaring down the mountainside, and Tarōbō was declaring that a mere hour would be dedicated to this task. Not much time to cross to the other side of the mountain, descend, find and catch a boar and return…

“Of course. I have a point to prove. And if we are going to forge an alliance, we have to show we are worth it. Motoko, Natsumi…” I stroked their heads as they seemed disappointed. “…I get you want to prove yourselves too. But this isn’t well-suited to your strengths. You heard Tarōbō, there are other challenges to come. Those three…” I nodded at the remaining Directions. “…are sitting this one out. Bide your time. You’ll have the chance to show your mettle. So… smile for me, okay? And cheer for me when I bring back the damn king of boars!”

Their smiles were beautiful as they nodded. “I understand. I shall cheer louder than anyone!” Motoko promised.

“No, I shall, I won’t lose!” Natsumi giggled, and then Kana broke in.

“Don’t forget about me! I’m here too, and I can cheer louder than anyone! I’ve had to cheer for our athletics team at school in meets.” She winked at me, grinning impishly. “Time’s ticking, Akio. You have less than an hour now, and the Tengu might get the best boars. They can fly too…”

“Don’t worry. It’s not how fast you start, but how great you finish.” I changed up the quote I had used earlier.

“I am temped by this trial, you know.” Kana shrugged. “I think I’d have a way to get the boar back, but… it’s no sure thing, and I don’t want to go alone. So…” she glanced at Daiyu, who also demurred.

“I too shall wait. I am strong, but with my small frame it would be difficult.”

“Don’t look at me.” Yasaka-san laughed. “When they come up with a quiz, I’ll win.” The Prince also bowed out, saying it wasn’t appropriate for an emissary to compete, and Haru-san merely chuckled and shook her head in denial, not proud of her physical might.

“All right then. Next challenge.” I promised. “I’ll watch and cheer when your time comes, so for now…”

“Good luck!” they chorused, and with that I leapt, the ground cracking underneath me as I cycled Body Enhancement to the maximum. Shooting forwards, I used wind element to further increase my speed and reduce friction and drag, clearing hundreds of metres in a single bound, almost like flying. Not that I can really fly, it’s more like crude gliding… I did have other ways of moving rapidly, but there was no need. As the Tengu flew down past me, some late stragglers starting to compete, my keen vision picked out the front-runners. I don’t see Haanōbō though…

Sprinting at absurd speeds, leaping over obstacles, I quickly reached the northern slopes and began to descend. Already I could see a number of boars, some the size of large horses. No way, too ordinary. I’ll leave those to the Tengu… Extending my vision I chuckled, contrasting what I was doing now to the rather mundane events in the Material. No, that’s hardly fair. Important matters are going down there too…

Right now, the powerful and rich construction and technology firms Hinata and her grandfather had scouted were signing the revised contracts we had agreed, Hinata grinning happily, a smug expression on her face as she crossed her arms under her chest triumphantly. With the documents signed, all we needed was the upgrade to the Throne, and then we could start the long-awaited industrialisation plans for Japan…

I stumbled a little, righting myself, the difficulty of balancing both sets of thoughts spiking up when I was performing challenging feats, but it was all good training. I guess Motoko and Natsumi aren’t the only ones who want a workout… I could see a Tengu felling a boar with a well-placed arrow to the throat, matching the strategy Bell pointed out. It roared in triumph, swooping down and seizing the great beast, struggling to lift it, wings flapping feebly.

“Yeah, the hunting isn’t the hard part…” I said out loud. My keen vision picked up a number of similar combats occurring all down the mountainside, the earlier competitors having found prey. Time’s ticking. But I have other advantages… My Eye flared amber, and I channelled aether, further enhancing my vision. It was then I saw Haanōbō, taking on a boar the size of a large van. A blade of water turned into an icy spear, and the boar fell, impaled through the heart, ice-spear turning pink. Nice shot, but that one is in the multi-ton range. I wouldn’t be surprised if it weighed five tons or more. How is it going to… ah, clever…

Icy water rained down, and the ground liquefied under the torrent, before freezing, and a road of ice started creeping back up the mountain. It’s still going to be tough, but as long as one can brace the weight, it’s doable. It’s not dissimilar to when we took Asha’s Tree… oh, I see. That’s how Kana was going to do it too. I’m not sure her earth element would hold out though. Asha’s Tree, hmm…

I realised I was grinning. This is actually fun. Might as well go all out… Haanōbō was clearly in the lead, from all the Tengu I could see, so I would need to go bigger. My Eye picked out several boars lower down the mountain the size of its catch or slightly bigger, but I didn’t want to win by a little, I wanted to dominate. Maybe some of my sister’s competitive nature is rubbing off on me? Or I just want the girls to praise me, impressed? Whatever, it doesn’t matter why. I’ve got this…

I leapt, soaring out into the sky, plummeting down the mountain, wind and aether slowing and guiding my descent, my Eye scanning the area. Down below there were forests, and many even larger boars lurked there. Got you… There were four boars of incredible size. The biggest was the size of not just a van, but a damn truck, and must have been in the twenty to twenty-five ton range. But not that one…

That boar was female, and it was accompanied by a number of car-sized pups. I remembered Tarōbō’s words about being greedy and careless. Best to stick to males. That’s the way of a hunter. Besides… the other three were a little smaller, perhaps fifteen to eighteen tons, and all male, roaming wide and scavenging, great tusks like massive swords hacking down trees and tearing up the ground. That’s her harem. As one harem bastard to another, I salute your greed! But mine’s better behaved. Even as I watched, two of the boars came across one another and clashed angrily, butting heads and tusks in a fight for dominance, and I could see that they had numerous old scars in their flesh, gaps in the wiry steel-hard fur that covered them.

If my girls fought like that I’d be sad, but… I guess these boars are only animals. I know they say that everyone would be a vegetarian if we had to hunt our own meat, but… I did feel some reluctance, admittedly, but it would be hypocritical to shy away from it now. Homing in on the sole remaining giant boar I landed, aether dispersing the shock. Even with that, my bones cracked, but Ether Healing quickly repaired the damage.

“I’m not going to ambush you.” I promised the surprised boar, which grunted and snorted, foul saliva scattering as it reared back, pelted by dust and debris from my heavy landing. “Man to man, or man to boar, I guess?” I could almost hear my sis telling me I was being a fool trying to show off, and Eri rolling her eyes, but I felt the need to show my opponent respect.

The boar roared, and I heard the returning cry of the female boar, the trees shaking, birds scattering, quite a pretty sight, matched with the silvery skies above. The boar shuddered, and then looked at me, eyes the size of serving platters glaring. It bellowed again, and I smirked.

“Your wife tell you not to lose and disgrace her, huh? I get it. But if I was her and you were Motoko, Natsumi, Daiyu or Kana, I wouldn’t be so cold. I guess she thinks she can replace you, then?” I was actually starting to feel sorry for the boar. “To me, they are all irreplaceable. And to that end, I have to do some things I don’t want to…”

The boar seemed perplexed, as well it might be, as I was unburdening myself to it, pleased nobody could hear me. Yes, I do want the girls to help me, they’ve healed my heart many times, soothed my hurts and pains. But… I want to be stronger, for them to look up to me. Selfish? Maybe. But I’m a man, and what man doesn’t want his girls to see him as something special? With a great roar the boar charged, ground cracking under the sudden force. I dodged the great tusks, and as a headbutt came towards me I leapt aside.

“I hadn’t finished… Kyoto… it was a shitstorm. Both times. I failed to protect the trainees. And then… Nie Ling. I feel sorry for her, but I also hate her choice. But… she made her choice. So we made ours. Vengeance doesn’t help anyone.” I caught the swinging tusk, muscles straining, even with Body Reinforcement. The boar’s hot breath blew on me as it pawed the ground, confused as to how the puny little creature in front of it was holding it at bay.

“So I decided. Even a God can’t protect everything. Tan admitted that. And I’m no God. Just a man doing his best.” I flexed, and the boar screamed, neck muscles locking, halting my painful twisting of its head. “So I’ll protect what’s in my reach without fail. I’ll try and expand what my arms hold as much as I can, but… I have to be prepared to lose things outside my grasp. Which is why I need to be stronger. Mentally, physically… At least in London… we didn’t fail.” It was hardly perfect, there were small losses and tragedies, broken friendships and trust, people died… but those I needed to protect all survived. I didn’t fail again.

The boar kicked at me, and I took the opportunity to release it. I slid underneath it, thin threads of air, nearly monomolecular, oscillating at frenetic speeds, snaked out and severed the tendons in the boar’s legs. Hot blood spurted and it collapsed, weight shaking the ground, just as I rolled free. Yeah, if that fell on me, it’d do some damage. Luckily… it has no real League.

“And while I’ll try my best to steer everyone to a happy ending, there will be times I have to be pragmatic. Like now. Nie Ling… all I can do is put her within my reach. And not just her, the victims and their families too. Only that way can I bear it, try and make it right, and…” I leapt, avoiding the slashing tusks, landing on the massive snout of the boar. It tried to bite me but I jumped, landing on it again. “…reconcile two opposing fates, desires, as best I can. I’m not a God, but I don’t need to be. If the past can’t be made right, then the present and the future needs to be made as fair, as just, as it can be.” That’s better than a brief burning flame of vengeance. Though I admit, I’m a hypocrite. If someone I cared about got killed, then their killer… I’d make them pay. Hard choices… I guess that’s the burden of a ruler, no, an Astral Emperor. Carrying the weight of hypocrisy, expectations, guilt, suffering, sorrow, and shaping them into something that can lead people into the best tomorrow…

I pulled back my hands, earth element gathering, strengthening my fists, opening them palms outwards. “I’ve seen Daiyu do this a few times now. I think I’ve got it…” My Eye glowed, helping me replicate her move. “Converting it to Earth Qi… damn, this is wasteful. If she can do it at ninety-nine percent for aether, and half that for earth element, I can barely manage five percent. But… it’s enough. Just like life. It’s not what has happened, it’s what is to come. If my choices make those I love even five percent happier, I’ll take it as the win it is. Grasping for perfection is all very well, but those of us fighting in the mud have to take what victories we can. Though I’ll always strive for the best outcome I can get.” I paused as I dropped into a stance mirroring Daiyu’s usual one. “You know, I feel better talking to you, boar. Guess us harem guys just understand each other. Oh wait, you’re on the other side of the equation. Sucks to be you, I guess?” My lips curled into a smile, as the makeshift Earth Qi surged into my palms.

The boar cried out, unable to move. Desperately it tilted, trying to throw me off, but I was too agile. “Jade Yang Stance…” my words came. “Crushing Palms!” As I slammed my blows down onto the skull of the boar, my Chakra network prickled, suffering damage from using the refined aether and earth element, yet the power of the blow exceeded what I had expected. The shockwave penetrated the heavy skull effortlessly, and the boar gave one great, sad bellow, before it fell silent, body going limp, blood flowing from nose, ears and eyes.

Answering the cry came an annoyed, derisive roar from the female boar, and triumphant, mocking howls from the surviving two males. Shaking my head, I looked down at the felled boar. “Not much sympathy for the fallen, huh? Oh well…” I flexed my sore palms, before appraising the massive dead weight. It’s going to be tough moving this. Even with my Might and Body Enhancement it’s a bit too heavy. More to the point, concentrating all that weight on my two feet… the ground won’t take it well… but…

“Up you go…” Aether surged, and the mental image of lightening the boar was held solidly in one of my Split Thoughts. With muscles throbbing I grabbed one tusk, earth element strengthening my fingers as they dug into the hard bone like it was clay. “Damn, you’re still a heavy bastard. But compared to Asha’s Tree… cakewalk.” Going to have to do this quickly. Sure, I’ll burn more aether travelling fast, but compared to that, the energy it’s taking to lighten this massive hunk of meat to a tolerable level is worse…

It still seemed to weigh several tons, perhaps that of a modest family car, but with my strength that was like an ordinary person carrying a heavy rucksack. What was more concerning was the great sounds of something heavy coming my way angrily at speed. Yeah, time to get out of here. I can see why this is considered a challenge…

Running towards the mountain I caught sight of some surprised Tengu circling overhead, staring down in shock as I dragged the boar behind me, leaving a great furrow in the ground. Earth element too, and a bit of water… make it easier… replicating a little of Haanōbō’s techniques, and indeed how we had moved Asha’s Tree on the flat stretch of land by the mansion, I had the boar surf on sticky, waterlogged mud. Trees in my way were sliced apart by threads of wind, and soon I reached the foot of the mountain. “Great, two thousand or so metres… uphill. Carrying a couple of tons. Why did I think this was a good idea again?” My smile never faltered though, as I began to climb…
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“A decent catch, Haanōbō.” Tarōbō was saying. “Your efforts do not find disfavour with me, even though your previous failures…” his words faltered as several Tengu ahead of me landed, their own hunts forgotten, in some cases even prey abandoned, as I was nearing the summit.

“Empty-handed?” the giant Arangbō snorted, seeing some of the losers return. “Did you grow feeble and…” His eyes behind his mask widened as I appeared, followed by the massive head of the boar I had hunted, mud gushing behind me, my fingers burning from the agony of being the points of contact with the huge weight. Damn it, I’m tired… Ether Healing has done good work holding me together…

“Akio, I knew you could do it!” Kana yelled loudly, proving her words correct that she knew how to cheer. Beside her, Daiyu was clapping lightly, staring at me solemnly, while Motoko and Natsumi also added their loud praise. I finally got the boar to the top, and as it slid to a halt, I released it, absolutely streaming silvery sweat, flexing my aching fingers.

“I still have around ten minutes left, I think?” I grinned cheekily, trying to appear fresh and energetic. The watching Tengu erupted into cheers, except for the four Directions. Haanōbō was staring at me, the expression in its yellow eyes unreadable, its face covered by hair and hands, before it turned away.

Tarōbō also wasn’t cheering. He strode over, examining the massive boar. “Hunted cleanly.” He saw the clean cuts to the legs and the blood on the head. “Not the great female, either.”

“No, you said to avoid greed. A species can lose a male or ten and not be troubled, but females give birth, so…” I began, and Tarōbō nodded, banging his staff on the huge tusk, a ringing sound audible.

“You have some wisdom, it seems. Yes, fire consumes, but if left unchecked, all that remains is ashes and nothing. We do not pray for destruction, but for rebirth, growth from controlled ruin. That is the way of the Sacred Flame. And it must be again. We have a champion of this trial.” he intoned. The stone on his staff was glowing, absorbing more of the frenzied emotions of the surrounding Tengu. “But Haanōbō, you have also proved yourself…”

“No.” Its voice was high and quiet. “…I have done nothing but prove I am inferior yet again. I will challenge further trials.”

“As you wish.” Tarōbō sighed. “But I perceive some truth in your earlier words.” he addressed me then. “I see no shame in losing to this. Perhaps… I have been too harsh. But the flame burns hot within me, my temper…”

“Great Tarōbō, do not humble yourself!” Fungbō declared. “He may have defeated North again, but… if he has the courage, let him challenge more trials. I will put him in his place! This is a matter for the Tengu of Mount Atago, we need no help from outsiders!”

“I see. Yet first…” Tarōbō gestured, and the Tengu were carrying off the boars, several dozen teaming up to move my prey. “Prepare for the third trial.” Third? What about the second?

As Tarōbō turned away, everyone came rushing over. I felt the hot gaze of Fungbō and the one known as Summer on my back, but I ignored them, holding wide my arms, as all the girls, even the shyer Daiyu, leapt into my embrace.

“That was most impressive, but…” Daiyu narrowed her eyes. “...I sensed lingering Qi within the boar, did you…?”

“I did. I’m nowhere near as skilled as you, but I thought I’d give it a try.” I smiled at her fondly. “It’s a hunting competition, so I wanted to damage the meat as little as possible.”

“Yes, you are not skilled.” she sniffed imperiously, before her lips quirked in a shy smile, belying her earlier judgement. “But you will learn. I shall teach you.”

“I see you had the same idea as me.” Kana giggled, eyeing the mud, and my filthy legs. “It’s not elegant, but… damn, that boar was the size of an elephant. I could hardly believe it. But…” she glanced around at the gawking Tengu. “...I always wanted a boyfriend that would make those around me stop and stare in awe.”

“I only hope we can show our mettle soon.” Motoko spoke with longing in her voice.

“Yeah, I’m envious.” Natsumi agreed. “But also proud. This is our husband, Motoko! A great warrior and hunter!”

“That is right. Our husband. Of whom we are very proud.” she agreed.

“Nice going.” Yasaka-san praised grumpily. “Are you not joining the huddle?” he then addressed Bell, who was standing a little away from us..

“I would, but I’m trying to appeal, not push myself between him and the others. I must say, that was some excellent hunting. I am very much of the opinion of my pupils here…” she smiled at Motoko and Natsumi. “...my future husband should be strong and skilled. But again, congratulations on your victory.”

“The congratulations are all very well.” Yasaka-san continued. “But are you sure you should be goading them so? Some of the glares from the robed Tengu were vicious.”

“It would be insulting not to give it my all.” I insisted, and Haru-san laughed, though I could see Chen Na was nervous too.

“This is just what Akio-san does. Always bigger than we imagine, or could anticipate. I’ve been listening. Most of the Tengu are impressed. I think Akio-san’s triumph makes them like us more. Or scares them into pretending.” Haru-san giggled, hand over her mouth.

Before I could answer that, Tarōbō once more called for quiet.

“Those who understand the hunt, what must be taken to feed the belly and spirit of those that depend on them, yet also have the strength to feed the multitudes, are worthy to take on the task at hand. Haanōbō and … Akio.” He spoke my name and I nodded. “They are worthy, and we hope their prayer flames will light the way to victory. But… those that feed the flames are not alone. There must also be those that… create flame!”

With his words, Summer tilted its head at me, eyes glaring, as if to say it wouldn’t lose. “A flame can flicker, waver, be extinguished. Sometimes it must be…reignited.” Tarōbō declared solemnly, as a hush descended over the packed throng. “Let those who believe they can ignite our flame anew, cleaning impurity, step forward and challenge victory!”

Seriously? That’s the second challenge? It’s almost as if they just want me to show them up. Although… Summer looked awfully confident. Red robes, Summer?

As if hearing my thoughts, Daiyu, still in my arms with the other girls, spoke. “If that Tengu is in red, of the Summer South, and of the Vermillion Bird, then by the five elements, it will specialise in fire. Be careful.”

“I suspected as much. But…” I was still confident. “My fire burns brightly too. And it’s always hungry…”


Four Hundred And Eight


The Tengu were gathering lumber from the forests on the northern slopes of the mountain, piling them into firepits dug into the stone. There was no shortage of fallen trees wrecked in the battles the Tengu fought trying to hunt boars, but the forest was already regrowing slowly but visibly. The Boundary sure is a strange place, especially in areas of higher ether density like Kyoto… my Eye could pick up some of the ether being absorbed into the land, helping the trees regrow and the scars on the mountain gradually heal.

“I’m afraid I can’t take part in this one either.” Natsumi sighed regretfully. “We learned wind, didn’t we Motoko?”

Motoko nodded. As the girls talked, Bell ruled herself out as well. Daiyu was also lacking in fire element. Soon it was just Haru-san remaining, and she stared at the piles of lumber, pensive. After a while she turned to me. “Akio-san… do you want me to win one of these challenges? Will it help you?”

“Win?” I raised an eyebrow, surprised by her boldness.

“You think you can beat me?” I joked.

Haru-san pouted, brown eyes wry. “I’d say you won’t be popular if you tease women like that, Akio-san, but I’d be a liar, it seems. You know what I mean, just as you and Haanōbō both won the first challenge, I believe that I can reach whatever level Tarōbō declares as a pass. Likely him too…” She nodded at Summer, whose body language was eager, wings flapping, we didn’t even need to see his face to know.

“Really?” I asked, running through my head the ways that Haru-san might be able to summon fire. Is that it? She’s a smart woman, she’s probably figured it out… “If you can make a good showing, I think it would be quite the helpful move. Besides…” I frowned. “…it seems that you need to impress Tarōbō enough to be eligible to take part in cleansing the corrupted flame, and I want you for that more than anyone.”

“That’s rather bold of you.” Kana smirked. “You have four girlfriends right here, and yet you’re clearly flirting with Haru-chan!”

“No I’m not.” I protested. “I’m just… oh, you’re teasing me, aren't you?”

“I suppose a man with so many girlfriends had to get it eventually.” Kana smiled triumphantly. “So, why Haru-chan? Not that I mind, but…”

I briefly explained about the ability of the flame in more detail, and Haru-san frowned. “But the corruption worries you, doesn't it? That’s why you wanted Na-san and me to leave. But…”

“Yeah.” I picked up on her point. “Just leaving it so near Kyoto isn’t an option. It’s about more than just securing flame element now. Though I really want it, it would increase our options. So… you’re confident?”

“Quite so. I do practise now and again. It’s not like I need to sleep. Which is strange, as they say death is the longest sleep, don’t they?” her lips quirked into a smile. “Besides, there seemed to be no criticism of the losers of the boar hunt. It’s a no-lose situation, and you like those, don't you Akio-san?”

“I do. Oh well… guess it’s up to us two this time.”

As we were debating, so too were the Four Directions. Arangbō shrugged his massive shoulders, wings flapping, as he bowed out. “I can use the Southern Formation as well as any, but I will not show myself up against you, Shungbō.” he addressed the red-robed Tengu, who nodded, long-nosed mask bobbing.

“This is why I am the favoured of the Four Directions.” Shungbō, which must have been Summer’s actual name, insisted softly. That comment made Haanōbō look away, and Fungbō snorted loudly.

“Keep telling yourself that, brother. We may worship the flames, but no Direction is more sacred than any other. Great Tarōbō is the Centre, above all. You almost make me want to test your mettle, but…” he too paused. “…this is your chance to shine as brightly as our Sacred Flame. However…” the red-masked Tengu turned towards us, and I could feel their eyes on me. “…don’t underestimate him like North did.”

I see. I’m getting regarded as a rival, am I? Considering how they insulted Haanōbō for its defeat, it would look bad if they lost to me as well. Stepping forward, Haru-san following, we approached the small group taking part in this trial, a few Tengu proficient with flame element waiting, and Shungbō of the South joined us.

“You as well?” he asked, staring at Haru-san. “I sense no flame from you. Perhaps you enjoy humiliation, or are simply bored?”

“She’ll make you eat those words.” I promised, as the cries of support from our companions echoed in our ears. “But we are all working towards the same goals, yes? Cleansing the Flame?”

Shungbō snorted. “We need no help from outsiders. If I had been the one to come upon you intruding on the slopes of our mountain, by the Vermillion Bird, Suzaku, naught would be left of you but ashes. I shall never taste the dirt, I shall soar on high forever more.” With that he turned away.

“Oh really…” I muttered. “Is that so?” These Tengu certainly are belligerent, but… I looked over to Tarōbō, who was holding his staff, the jewel within emitting an intensifying glow. He seems a little more reasonable…

“Those who can kindle flame, I pray you can rekindle the purity of our sacred charge.” Tarōbō declared, now that the firepits were done. “Step forward, the first of those who claims to know the secrets of the flames.”

One Tengu swaggered over proudly, and raising a hand a surge of yellow elemental energies scattered. Flame kindled, and with a roar it hurled the flames into one of the pits, wood catching alight, and soon a great bonfire was burning.

“Not bad.” another Tengu muttered, and the scenario was repeated a half-dozen times by other Tengu, with one being clearly superior, his flames hotter and brighter, the wood being consumed in moments, the flames dimming and then fading away. Then it was the turn of Shungbō, and he strode forwards to cheers and even a few stray fireworks exploded overhead, as though he was a wrestler entering the ring. There was none of that for Haanōbō. I feel guilty again, though I really shouldn’t…

“Shungbō, of the Summer South…” Tarōbō stared down, his ornate mask hiding his expression, but his words were approving. “I have no doubts you are worthy to undertake the trial, but prove it here and now, show our superiority, those of us who have laboured at our task for millennia. Show these outsiders the might of the Tengu of Mount Atago!”

The Tengu erupted in further cheers and frenzied celebrating around us, and more energy was drawn into the staff Tarōbō held. Shungbō merely bowed low, before taking to the air on his dark wings, hovering above the arena.

“I need no others to build my formation…” he muttered, and flickering lights of flame scattered from him, burning with citrine brilliance. I could see Daiyu watching intently, the flame reflected in her onyx eyes, as she studied the position of every flame. “Watch well, interlopers, and know you are utterly beaten!” he cried, before beginning a familiar chant.

“Suzaku, Lord Of Summer…”

“Hey, haven’t we seen this one before?” Kana remarked cheekily, and Natsumi was giggling, nodding. Seems like it’s not just me who thought so… I noticed his gaze hardening, eyes staring at me glimmering balefully. His chant continued uninterrupted though, the flames around him blazing like a constellation of stars. Honestly, he’s skilled. His fire element is certainly strong, yet…

“…Master of Flame, He Who Brings Forth Summer… I call on the bright flame of the summer sun, incinerate the humble wood below, bring forth light and heat, show these impious outsiders…”

“Hey, now it’s different…” Kana sniggered, and I suppressed my own smile, watching until the end.

“…that the sacred mountain will never fall, that the Flame will be renewed, and continue to burn eternally. Blaze forth, Endless Fire Festival, Hi-matsuri!”

At his words the flames around him burst into a brilliant light, consumed by the torrent of energies that poured down from him. Multiple pits full of logs burst into flames in an instant and the ground was scorched, the air around us unbearably hot for a moment. As the tide slowly diminished, the cascade taking half a minute to subside, around us the Tengu were cheering, even as they blinked their eyes, near blinded by the brilliant glow.

“Great Tarōbō, these flames burn in your honour…” Shungbō bowed, still in the air, his red robes flickering with little tongues of yellow flame, his wings and mask likewise. Below him a dozen of the pits were lit, though the closer fires had already died out, their fuel spent, but the outer ones were burning cheerily. “…I will lead the vanguard, the damned of the flames will be purified by my own!” He then looked down at me, and I could hear the smirk in his words. “…if you wish to withdraw, now is the time. You already defeated all comers in the first challenge. But if you let pride blind you, the shame will be your only reward. For fire is in our blood…”

“I thank you for your kind advice.” I shook my head. “But there is no shame in defeat if one tries their best, is there? There’s not only one winner each time.” I nodded at Tarōbō, who actually inclined his head in acknowledgement. “Besides, you don’t have a monopoly on flame.”

“So be it.” the Tengu sniffed, landing, stepping aside, the flames around him dying down. “Struggle futilely then. See the gulf between us…”

“The thing is…” I began, looking down at the empty pits, only ashes remaining. “Flame needs fuel, I agree. But what can fuel a fire is more than merely wood…” If Shiro was here, she or Tan could show them a thing or two. But honestly, Haanōbō was hardly weak, and neither is Shungbō. But they have the usual problem… they have been isolated a long time, missing out on the way the world has changed, frogs in a well.

“…and there is more than one way to use flame…” I gestured dramatically, and hungry yellow and red fires formed above my hand, moving and quivering like liquid or some sort of living slime. “…this is Foehn, and it is more than ready to free your Flame, consuming any impurity as it consumes all! Burn, my Foehn!”

I slashed down my arm, and Foehn blasted out like a beam, piercing the ground, stone and earth vitrifying to shimmering volcanic glass, even that starting to heat up and melt, flowing like clay. Wood ignited, sooty orange flames scattering sparks, before they were swallowed up by the liquid, creeping flames of Foehn, now blazing white as well. The nearby pits caught flame from the heat, but the pit that contained the Foehn was still burning, and as everyone watched in silence, the flames continued to grow, eating into the stone around it.

“It’s Akio’s weapon of mass destruction.” Kana giggled happily. “I’d like to see them top that.”

“My barrier… I’m not convinced it could hold it off, even now.” Chen Na muttered, and Daiyu was watching me now, a contented smile on her face.

“But is it enough?” Motoko asked. “If not… I believe Akio can do more?”

As the only sounds to break the silence were the chattering of our group, every eye was on the Foehn as it continued to burn. The other fire pits had died down, their fuel consumed, but to Foehn, it could find fuel almost anywhere. It was weakening, the volcanic glass it had fused the rock around itself into offering little in the way of nourishment, but even so it continued to shed light and fierce heat, minute after minute, until Tarōbō banged his staff down.

“We have seen enough. Your flame is indeed powerful. And not of this place.”

“Yes, it is from a far-off desert land. But I have more flames, should you need to see them.”

“That halo…” Haanōbō muttered, remembering.

“No, I have seen enough. The two of you are more than…” Tarōbō began, but I interrupted him.

“My apologies, but Haru-san is yet to go. She wishes to display her flames.”

Tarōbō paused. Arangbō and Fungbō snarled, livid I interrupted Tarōbō, while Shungbō was merely watching me icily. “My apologies. You are quite correct. I was merely… distracted… by the display.” He gestured at the still-burning Foehn. “By all means.” he addressed Haru-san. “Let your flames sing as a prayer to the Sacred Flame, may it be rekindled pure as ever.”

Haru-san shrank in on herself a little as all eyes turned to her, yellow light from the Foehn reflecting off her body, before she closed her eyes for a moment, calming herself. On opening them she shrugged. “Fire is a strange thing. I always thought it was merely an energetic oxidisation reaction. It isn’t a thing in itself, though the effects are real. But I’ve learned that just because I know something, doesn’t mean it holds true everywhere. But what is true is… I don’t have any talents with fire…”

At that, several Tengu were outraged, and Shungbō snapped “Then why do you profane this sacred challenge?”

“Because I want to show you something. I think most children have done it at one time or another. Take a magnifying glass out in summer and focus the beam…” she glanced over at me, her smile gently mocking. “I hope you weren’t the sort to burn bugs with one, Akio-san.”

“No way.” I promised, realising my guess from before was right. “I don’t like insects all that much, but I’m not the sort to indulge in such things. Besides, it would have upset Eri and my sis.”

“An expected answer.” She laughed a little. “So…” she now addressed Tarōbō. “…let me show you a little human wisdom. I’m sure a human ghost still counts as human.” With that she raised her hand, and a brilliant aura of indigo streaked with gold radiated around it. Observing the most distant pits at the edge of the arena that had escaped the destruction of Foehn and Hi-matsuri, she pointed, and fine, focused beams of light sprang out, striking the pits one by one. The intense heat of the narrow rays of light ignited wood, and soon the remaining pits were blazing away, sparks and smoke filling the air, drifting on the unusual breeze. The wood was consumed slowly as the fire spread, but Haru-san nodded, well-satisfied.

“I thank you for your patience.” She then bowed, like the professional bureaucrat she was.

As the surrounding Tengu burst into a buzz of conversation over her feats, Shungbō snorted. “Weak. My flames would devour that feeble light in an instant.”

“I see. In that case, how would yours fare against that?” Haru-san smiled as she pointed to the Foehn, which was still burning away nearly unchanged. “If it’s all about might, Akio-san has you beat, I’d say.”

Shungbō paused, unable to come up with a counter, before Tarōbō’s staff once more slammed the ground. “An impressive feat, your name was Haru, was it not?”

“Yes, I’m Suzuki Haru. I’m afraid I don’t have any business cards to hand out, so I must apologise for my lapse. I’m a Vassal of Akio-san here.”

“I see. Your demonstration was interesting.” He glanced at his Tengu, especially Shungbō. “Her flame was weak, non-existent even, yet it kindled a number of blazes. Yet, I cannot declare it the winner, I fear that honour…” Shungbō tensed, as Tarōbō swung to me. “… goes to these great destructive flames which burn unquenched even now.”

Shungbō seemed to collapse in on himself, wings and posture drooping, head bowed, but his eyes were still hot and angry. Arangbō and Fungbō were torn between outrage at his defeat and amusement that he too had lost to me, while our party rushed up to congratulate us.

“I knew you could do it.” Motoko declared proudly, before turning to Haru-san. “You were most admirable as well. Our control of wind is nowhere near as precise as your light.”

“It’ll come in time.” she promised, before Tarōbō’s staff thumped down again.

“Akio, you have already earned your place against the threat to the flame. Now none can gainsay you. Shungbō of the Summer South, Haru. You shall join him and Haanōbō of the Winter North.”

He’s giving Haanōbō a title again. I suppose this proves I’m no pushover, so its defeat isn’t entirely on it. The watching Tengu, face still hidden by hands and hair did seem to be standing up straighter. As the Tengu around us celebrated, I noticed that the boar I had killed, as well as a number of others, had been cooked and were now being brought back, carried by many Tengu, some pierced by spits, but the largest, those killed by me and Haanōbō, were butchered expertly and the meat laid on platters, the great heads centrepieces to the display.

“Yet do not fret, those who have not yet offered their prayers of challenge!” Tarōbō boomed. “Food is the fuel of the body. Eat and eat until your flames can burn no more. Those whose prayers are the greatest will have the right to join the victors!”

Haru-san and I exchanged puzzled glances. An eating contest? Really?
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“It is hardly the press of battle, or a challenge of skill, but I shall take part.” Motoko offered. “I have always had a healthy appetite compared to other daughters of nobility who seldom move their bodies. You are the same, are you not, Natsumi?”

“I certainly do enjoy food. But I’m careful not to put on weight that might hamper my training.”

“That’s right.” Kana agreed mournfully. “I don’t want to get fat. Besides, we’ve already eaten a ton at the festival. It’s not stopping the Tengu though…” Nearly every Tengu present was partaking in this challenge, an atmosphere of festivity and joy spreading. As it did so the jewel on Tarōbō’s staff was growing ever more brilliant, and I was beginning to have my suspicions that was the point.

“Can you even get fat, eating food when you are in a spiritual body? Besides, men like women with a bit of meat on their bones.” Yasaka-san suggested, sighing as if he was fed up with the whole situation.

“Oh really.” Kana's tone was dangerously brittle. “Maybe you ought to consult that Book of yours about how to talk to girls. Nobody likes to take chances with their weight. Especially considering…” she shot me a sideways glance.

“You know you’re perfect just the way you are.” I grinned. “But… he has a point. It seems a shame not to give it a try. Worst case is we can do some exercise back in the Material. Working up a sweat together sounds nice, don't you think?”

“Not until we’ve had a few more dates!” Kana insisted, but her temper improved. “I know what kind of sweating you mean, you can’t trick me!”

We all took places around the colossal boar I had hunted. All around us the atmosphere was festive once more, and several Tengu were talking to Prince Shōtoku, more friendly than previously. At that moment, Tarōbō gave another speech.

“These boars were hunted by those brave enough to step forward and try to defend our Sacred Flame, our way of life!” he shouted. “Would that I could send you all into the deepening rifts, for you are warriors all! But battle there is not like battle in the skies and on the mountaintop. We Tengu are not creatures of earth and stone…” Haanōbō flinched at those words, and it was seated not too far from us, at its own butchered boar, plate loaded with meat.

I was handed a heaped plate by Motoko, who was humming to herself, happy to be serving me in the way a wife of nobility would, and the fragrance was intoxicating. I looked around for a drink, and pitchers were set up. I poured myself a wooden mug, only to find the contents were water. Interesting. Is it because alcohol would interfere with the eating, or… no, I know how this goes. So that’s next, huh? I’ve a good feeling about that one then, this… not so much.

“No, down there in the darkness, where only flame can light the way, only the bravest, the greatest of us, those with their prayers heard by the Sacred Flame…” He gestured to it, and my Eye shone once more, picking out the dark flickers of the fires that were said to be from Naraka worming their way within. “…will be able to exert their will. No, I cannot send you all to your deaths, lest you return as the damned and cursed, to take lives you once protected. But I hear your wills, and am proud!”

He shouted out his words majestically, his staff shining, and as the crowd cheered anew he absorbed more power. “So, eat and eat, take into yourself the life taken so that champions may be chosen, let that life fuel your own flames. Those who burn brightest will have the chance to set foot in the abyss beneath us, along with the champions whose prayers our Flame has already heard!” Eyes were on us, and I smiled regally.

“This is not my challenge.” Arangbō boomed, laughing. “But none shall defeat me.” He glared at me then. “Least of all you. You are small and look as if you could barely eat a mouthful.”

Really? This is what he wants to defeat me at? I doubted it had much chance, but since I had won two challenges, I could afford to be magnanimous, yet the big Tengu aggravated me.

“Fine. You’re right, I’ve never been a big eater, but I’ve found my appetite is way up nowadays. So…” As Tarōbō declared the battle of eating open, I reached for my plate, but was surprised to see that Motoko was already ferrying food to her mouth with both dainty grace and speed, chewing steadily. Well there’s something you don’t see every day…


Four Hundred And Nine


As Motoko continued to eat daintily and at pace, her eyes narrowed with pleasure, I looked at Natsumi, who was also starting to eat happily. She giggled, raising an eyebrow. “I’m a healthy eater too, but I can’t match Motoko. We rarely get the chance to indulge though. Of course, protein from meat and fish is essential for building stronger muscles, so our diets have always been heavier than is traditionally proper for daughters of nobility.” She lectured me between bites of her boar meat, wiping her lips elegantly with a cloth as the greasy fats clung to her mouth.

“That is correct. A healthy, strong body is the foundation of everything. Other families said there was no use to our skills in the modern world, not for the wives and mothers we were raised to be…” Motoko agreed, her expression downcast, before, just after she finished another slab of boar, her smile changed, lighting up her face. “It seems that our noble fathers and brothers hardly know everything though. I believe having stamina and flexibility on the bed is much to your taste, no?” She was pink with embarrassment under the glowing light of the great flame behind us, and Kana burst out laughing, shocked.

“That’s not something I suspected you to be thinking, Motoko-cha… err, Motoko.” Kana kept up her new resolution of being closer to the girls she struggled with. “Maybe it’s true that repressed girls are the wildest.” She paused for a moment, face reddening, before asking what was on her mind. “Is… was Akio here really satisfied?”

Motoko’s blush deepened too, but even so, her hands were still ferrying food to her mouth. All around us the majority of the Tengu were indulging as well, though I did notice a few were abstaining, only eating a little. Ready for what comes next, I’d imagine?

“I cannot speak for him, but he seemed rather pleased.” she confided. “As for me, Natsumi and I discussed it. It was … heart-warming? Fun? No, words simply do not do it justice. My mother long said I should not learn any bedroom skills, for it would be best if I acclimatised to my husband’s taste, served at his pleasure. She never said that we would find it a pleasure too.”

“It was a bit scary at first. We are always taught by our families and our teachers that it is our duty to serve our husband, and that any indulgence outside of that is sinful, wrong and would shame our ancestors, parents, house…” Natsumi agreed. “Serving… it isn’t that.”

“No.” Motoko agreed, elegantly gesturing with her fork, which she handled as deftly as she would chopsticks. “It is not that we serve Akio, it is that we serve each other. He seeks our bodies and heart, and we seek his. Mutual joy. And very pleasurable too. My heart races, and not from exertion…”

“Damn it, do we have to talk about this where I can hear?” Yasaka-san grimaced. I turned to check Haru-san, worried such talk might be bringing back bad memories of her traumatic torture and death, but she merely shrugged, a slight smile on her face.

“It’s fine, Akio-san. I… I won’t say I never remember it, or certain things don’t make me uncomfortable…” she looked up, thinking. “...but I’m stronger now. Mentally too. Besides…” she pointed at the happy Motoko and Natsumi. “…your relations are nothing like his. They’re smiling. I’d be more worried if they ended up as traditional noble brides. It sounds… very lonely.”

“Yes, that’s it exactly.” Natsumi agreed. “It would be lonely. Giving up Tsumura Arts, never being allowed to train again... having to give up my friendship with Motoko. I’m sure that whatever husband I had wouldn’t mistreat me. Hori house isn’t important, but we are still of the Three-Hundred. But… the life of the nobility is too restrained.”

“Yes, we must fit the mould, and everything outside the mould must be sacrificed. Now, there is good within the nobility. I can still see it; I am not so selfish as to ignore that.” Motoko chewed and swallowed, and I wondered where she put it all. As if to answer that, she let out a satisfied sigh. “This meat is good, but a little heavy. I shall have to exercise after we finish. Besides, that will allow the maximum benefit to my muscles and bones. Although, I cannot be certain that holds true here in the Boundary… but, back to loneliness…” she looked at Kana, her brown eyes solemn. “…I much prefer a world for the nobility where those of us who follow different paths can have those accommodated. And where we can love freely. I still laugh at myself. I thought I was so bold, so courageous, and when I visited Nishimorioka, I was determined Akio was the way towards a brighter future for me. I did not worry about loneliness then…”

“I thought so too. Motoko was so brave, so shining. But… back then all I was to her was a bodyguard, I thought. It was that trip, Hinata, Eri, Aiko and the others, they helped me become more than just that, realise how I really felt, the rules that bound me in place stripped away, they helped me become Motoko’s true friend as well.”

“Sisters, I believe Shaeula calls it.” Haru-san interjected. “I think she’s a little mistaken, sisters don’t share their men usually, but I know what she means. It’s a family, who won’t betray you. Though I still see some interesting personality clashes between you all, and while they mean well, some of their schemes will lead to some apologies down the line…” she laughed softly at that, and I briefly wondered what Haru-san meant. “No, there’ll be friction, troubles and tears, but… the more I watch from the outside, the more I know it’s all rather sweet. I’m dead, so why do I have to care for convention? There are many people who would snatch happiness from others, trample on dignity and love for their own amusement, so anyone or anything that increases the happiness of others must surely be a good thing.”

“Yes, Hinata. At the time, I thought myself bolder than her. She seemed disinclined to cast her lot in with Akio. I was wrong of course, even then, she liked him. Love at first sight, she boasts. Whereas we just looked for our own gain. Oh, my throat is dry…”

“Here.” Daiyu handed her a pitcher of water, and Motoko gulped from it gratefully. Daiyu had only eaten a little, and was listening to the conversation, grasping much of it with her modest Japanese, though some nuance was doubtless lost, but Haru-san was translating when she wasn’t speaking.

“My thanks. You…” Motoko said to Daiyu. “…are quite the interesting girl. You are what Natsumi and I could have been, were we free from the mould of the nobility. Training rigorously, reaching the peak of the Tsumura Arts…”

“I would never deny the hard work I have put in. I have always sought peaks above peaks, and what lies beyond even that.” Daiyu replied. “I am proud, and I love Cultivation, just as you love your Arts. If you were Cultivators, I dare say you would follow the Dao of Swords, or perhaps Spears or Bows… but it is not all there is. Yes, a lonely life…” she agreed, nodding slowly, as if comprehending something herself. “…I did not realise I even was lonely. Aloof, proud, isolated, arrogant, like a black lotus standing all alone… No, I now understand why Sects exist. For while the strong are often the lonely, the strongest have something beyond themselves to fight for.”

Daiyu made herself understood, me filling in the more complicated words she hadn’t learned yet, and Motoko nodded. Around us many Tengu had stopped their feasting, though Motoko was still going, as was Arangbō, who had devoured vastly more meat than anyone else, his gaze on me mocking. Oh come on, I’ve not a bottomless appetite…

“Yes, it was vanity, us wishing to merely protect the Tsumura Arts and pass them on. Vanity without purpose. But now…” Motoko paused. “When we returned to Hanafubuki, away from Akio, our resolve wavered. It was easy to get swept up in the moment, to pledge ourselves to a man we barely knew for our futures, but… what did we know of men, of serving, of love, only what we were told, which made such a thing seem frightening, a harsh duty.”

“That’s right, Motoko.” Natsumi agreed. “When it came time to tell my parents… I got scared. So we hesitated and delayed…”

“And then Hinata beat us to you.” Motoko sighed. “And she, instead of mocking our timidity, understood us, tried to help us come to our own realisation of what we wanted, what we needed. And we realised how wretched we were. Only thinking of ourselves. A one-sided relationship is worthless. Much as our resolve and our will was. Now we are different.”

“I feel the same way.” Natsumi nodded. “Now we know why we want to preserve our Arts. It’s to teach to Akio, to any other girl who wants to learn, and to teach our children with Akio, and their children too.”

“To perfect the Arts, not keeping them stale. We will take instruction from master Ulfuric, from Shaeula’s brothers and sisters, from Akio…” she looked at Daiyu then. “…also from you.” She held out a hand gracefully, while her other hand moved the loaded fork, though her rapid eating was slowing down. “I think you are like us, and I feel close to you because of that. We can hardly know of your grief, losing your family, home and more… but here you can forge a new one. After all…” she smiled once she had taken another delicate bite, which somehow devoured a fair chunk of meat. “…you are definitely of the warrior faction. Just like his sister, Aiko-san. We should help and support each other.”

“I would appreciate that.” Daiyu took her hand after an embarrassed pause. “I am no master of weapons, my Dao will likely follow a different way, but I shall be happy to share what I have learned. I too want disciples and wish to teach my children… our children.” she corrected. “I respect dedication to an ideal, and honing the body will never betray you.”

“True.” Bell, who had been listening, spoke up. “The training for Way-Wardens is hard, but worthwhile. I must say…” she nodded at me, a gorgeous smile on her face, and I was again struck with just how beautiful Elves were, just like in the stories. “…hearing about what such a life is like has me curious to experience it myself. But that is for another time. When I have increased my favourability points with you.” She winked at me then playfully. She must have heard that saying from Shaeula or Shiro… why do they all learn the wrong things?

“So…” Motoko let her fork fall, patting her belly. “We strayed a little far from what we were talking about. I apologise, Kana, but it is all relevant.” She rubbed her stomach. “I am rather full. I simply must exercise…”

“Is that it?” Arangbō boomed suddenly, staring over at us. “Are you done? You…” he glowered at me. “…barely even tried.”

“It’s alcohol next, I imagine?” I responded, and he seemed surprised. “I have to leave room for that.”

I then grinned knowingly. “Besides, honestly, I don’t think I could have beaten you…” I have an idea that might have worked with Body Enhancement, but there’s no real need. “…and even if I could, what’s the benefit? These challenges are to help select for an important task. I need to allow others their shot, right?”

Meanwhile, as I said that, Motoko was addressing Kana once more. “…we rambled, but what matters is that it was pleasurable, and satisfying. Fortunately, our parents allowed us to proceed before our marriage, something unthinkable, but then, our marriage is certain, is it not?”

“Most definitely. I’m never letting any of you go now. That counts for you too, Kana, Daiyu.” I promised, ignoring Arangbō, which caused him to growl, annoyed.

Kana sighed. “Seriously, you could have cut down on my pointless suffering by saying something sweet like that weeks ago, rather than forcing us to drag it out of you. But… I’m happy. I can hardly believe it myself. The famous Izumi Kana, who has rejected more boys and men than anyone else for miles around, has been conquered. And I find I don’t mind at all. And I admit, I’m curious. I know more about what happens on the bed between men and women than these two ever did…”

Motoko flushed and Natsumi giggled at that, and Kana continued. “…but that’s all theoretical. Everyone seems to enjoy it a lot, nobody hates it…”

Daiyu was blushing now as well, perhaps remembering our first time, which went far beyond the normal.

“…so I dare say I’ll like it too. But…” Kana waved her finger at me. “…I’m greedy. I want to savour all the stages of a relationship. Besides…” she grinned then, her expression terribly cute and impish. “…it’s just me and Hinata left now. At least for now, until the Diviner Matsumuro-san returns. I want to build your anticipation, until you can’t bear to wait to get under my clothes.” She puffed out her decent chest and crossed her legs, drawing my eyes to her.

“Can we please stop?” Yasaka-san complained. “Besides, it looks like we’re getting unwelcome attention. The eating is done.”

“Yes, it is done.” Tarōbō agreed, banging down his staff. The raucous, festive atmosphere had charged the jewel on his staff, which was now shining nearly as brightly as the great flame in the temple. “But sharing food with joy is important. As to eat is to take the life of a boar, to eat in gloom and sombre silence offers no praise for the life the food lived. But just as meat is food for the body, alcohol is food for the spirit.” Tengu were bringing out colossal stone and wood gourds of sake.

“A strong, massive body is power!” Arangbō boomed, before glancing at Motoko, who was still slender, despite being a little muscular. Her body’s still got the softness of a woman, but the feel of her skin is a little firmer. I appreciate the contrast with some of the others… “You are small, woman, but you eat well. Not as well as me, but… women with healthy appetites are good. Unlike some I know…”

“I thank you. Yes, a strong body requires ample nutrients.” Motoko stood, stretching. “But I am afraid I rather overate. It was not particularly noble, but…” she smiled at me, her thoughts clear, as was my answer.

“Yes, if you enjoy it, I’m happy to see it. Besides, we can always exercise together to keep your weight down.”

“On the bed again…” Kana giggled.

“Do pardon me.” Motoko began to stretch, working her muscles. “If I do not, I will be unfit for battle, should one arise. It does not do to become sluggish after overindulging.” Natsumi joined her, despite eating a lot less, though more than I did. Watching that, Arangbō nodded.

“Great Tarōbō, I am the clear victor. Though this is not the challenge I wish to triumph in.”

“Yes. You shall be a champion. You also.” He pointed his staff at several Tengu and named them. “As for you…” he measured Motoko with his golden gaze. “…your name, hearty eater.”

“I am Tsumura Motoko.”

“Then, Motoko. You too have earned the right to enter the rift and try to stem the corruption. I would say if you have the courage, but I can see such would be insulting to a warrior as you clearly are.”

“I appreciate your kind words.” Motoko nodded. “Where Akio travels, I too wish to be by his side. And I thank you for recognising me as a warrior. Women are often told they cannot be such.”

“That is a human conceit. The Tengu do not hold to such. Some of our fiercest warriors, most powerful Onmyōji, are female. So…” he looked at me then. “Three of your party is qualified. But I wonder, do you know what you will face? Risking your lives and worse, to cleanse our Cacred Flame, when there is no reward in it for you…”

“There’s a reward. Several.” I insisted. “The corruption might harm those I have under my protection…” Haru-san shifted at that. “...and as I hope to win friendly relations with Mount Atago, a bit of give and take can’t hurt.”

“Do you not think that arrogant, expecting us proud caretakers of the mountain and the Flame to abandon our isolation, our defence, simply because you offered aid?” Tarōbō asked me, eyes narrowing.

“Not really. If you still want to reject us, that’s your prerogative. If you were something evil that we couldn’t coexist with, that harmed and killed just by your presence…” such as the Myconids… “…then we’d have to take action. But you’re not. You’ve lived peacefully in the shadows of Kyoto for centuries. If you’re not interested, we’ll find another source of what we need. It’ll be a pain, but that’s life.Yet I hope you’ll see what we can offer and consider the merits fairly.”

“If you can be trusted…” Fungbō declared sourly.

“Of course. Which is why we’re building trust. And we don’t just take, we also offer things in return.” I tapped the massive gourd of sake that had been set beside our table. “Trade, protection, more…”

“We are grateful to be allowed to partake in these ceremonies.” Haru-san said professionally. “While we came in peace and were attacked unprovoked…” Haanōbō’s wings twitched at that, and it looked down, face still hidden behind purple hair. “…we understand that your wariness and alertness are at a peak due to these troubling circumstances. But while isolation is a choice, cooperation has many benefits, as Akio-san has pointed out. But that doesn’t matter. You wish the flame cleaned, we wish it, for our own reasons. In common cause alliances are formed.”

“It shall be us, the Four Directions, who triumph. Your flames burn hot, but I was merely caught off-guard.” Shungbō declared, his temper as fiery as his flames. “Now, let us see who can prevail in further trials.” He nodded at Arangbō. “Your appetite is as hearty as ever. But we hunger for victory. We are no mere lapdogs of the Kami, no, Mount Atago is ours, and it is our problem to solve!”

“Enough.” Tarōbō slammed his staff against the ground several times. “I appreciate your eagerness, but… the Flame comes first. Though I believe you have not shown your true power yet, my Four Directions.” Even the unmasked Haanōbō stood straighter at his praise. “But for now… we feed the spirit, for just as the flame consumes fuel, so too does the body and spirit. Revel in the fact we yet live, and the Flame still burns, for it shall never go out while we Tengu still endure. Corruption shall be expunged, and we will continue atop Mount Atago as we always have!” With a flourish, he waved his staff, leaving trails of light in the air behind it, fading away slowly like afterimages. The Tengu crowd roared, some more fireworks exploded, and soon everyone was raucously drinking…

I guess I might as well. Winning would be easy enough, but… where’s the fun in not getting drunk?
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“You are challenging this time, Yasaka-san?” I asked, rather tipsy, and as the old man messily quaffed a wooden mug of strong sake, he scowled.

“Challenging? You aren’t taking me into some dangerous place that even powerful Tengu fear. I’m here for the, oh yes, the easy experience points. I haven’t forgotten what you said, and if I did, I could ask the Book.” He tapped his head with his free hand.

“True. I’m actually loathe to take you down there, Motoko. I have my suspicions about just what these rifts are…” My Eye burned orange, and I could see a mixture of earth, flame, darkness and spatial element leaking out slowly from the cracks in the mountain, and while my Eye wasn’t anywhere near powerful enough to penetrate such, I could see similar tears within the surface of the mountain under the temple and the flame, and the faint haze of the Lost Flame Of Naraka. “…and I suspect that it leads into a dungeon, an area of space bigger on the inside.”

“I see.” Motoko, who was running through some spear forms with Natsumi, working off her big feast, nodded. “I do greatly desire to go, but I know you are thinking of my safety, so I shall heed your advice. Though it pains me. We have many Levels to gain, you said. We are not leveraging the benefits our parents allowed us by breaking tradition.”

Natsumi laughed out loud at that, and Kana, who knew what she meant from our earlier conversation during the eating contest, flushed. “I get that you want to be careful after what happened in Kyoto. That’s good.” Kana nodded. “I want you to treat us all with care. But… is it really too dangerous?”

“That depends.” I looked over at Chen Na. “If she can earn the right to enter, I’m confident I can at least get you all to safety unharmed, so then it might be possible.”

“No concern for me? Not worried I might meet my end again in there?” Haru-san asked. She was a little drunk as well, quite amazing for an Onryō.

“You’re stronger than you think you are.” I praised her, and she looked down, embarrassed. “Your wellbeing matters to me as much as the others.”

“You should save that for your girlfriends and fiancées, Akio-san, else they’ll get jealous… If Eri-chan was here...” Haru-san fanned her free hand into an axe shape and made chopping gestures.

“You may not be my girlfriend, but you’re definitely a precious friend. A Vassal too, so your wellbeing is my responsibility. But even if it wasn’t, as a friend and colleague, I’d look out for you.” I promised. For a long moment Haru-san merely stared at me, sipping her sake, before sighing.

“I see. You have a way with words, Akio-kun. I guess I’d best not let you down. I’ll believe in your words. That I’m strong, I mean.”

“Akio-kun huh?” Kana laughed. “Slip of the tongue, or?”

“Considering Akio-kun and I are about the same age, sometimes he seems younger.” she sniffed. “And no, you can’t ask my actual age, Kana-san.”

“Technically, aren’t you less than a year old?” Kana laughed, and Haru-san tilted her head adorably.

“I’d not considered that. I like it!”

“If that’s the case, I’m not letting a toddler drink…” I joked, and she cried out in mock-outrage.

“No, you can’t take my booze, Akio-kun! I’m a working adult, alcohol is one of the things that makes work bearable!”

As we joked and bantered, suddenly a colossal mug was thumped down on the table beside us, and we turned to see Arangbō there, his long-nosed mask pointed down at us. Yeah, he sure is a big bastard.

“You may not have much appetite for meat, but your other appetites seem fine.” He nodded at my half-full mug and the girls.

“Yeah, if there was a challenge round for how many women he has, Akio will be number one.” Kana paused, face red. “There isn’t, is there?”

“The flame of lust is a powerful one, but we Tengu are private creatures. Not like the denizens of the Hyakki Yagyō.” Arangbō chuckled loudly. “Such a contest would be a troublesome one. Besides, our women are as hot-tempered as the Flame. They would not take kindly to being used as pawns in games of seduction.”

“No way we would either.” Kana insisted. “So, what is next?”

“Wait and see.” Arangbō chuckled. He then glanced at me. “Faltering already? If you cannot drink so little without being drunk, you have no hope of defeating me, even with my belly full of meat.” I could tell he was grinning behind his mask.

Little? I’ve drunk enough to give an ordinary person alcohol poisoning on the Material. But thanks for the advice… I was suppressing Ether Healing so I could enjoy myself, but with a sigh I allowed my learned immunity to alcohol to kick in and sobered up, quaffing another mouthful. At least the flavour is fantastic. But without the buzz of getting drunk, drinking does lose a great deal of appeal.

Seeing me suddenly return to sobriety, Arangbō laughed, emptying his mug, snatching another from a passing Tengu. There were already many lying sprawled on the ground, wings fluttering weakly, defeated. “So, you are displaying some of the fight you showed Haanōbō and Shungbō I see. But I am not as easily bested as they!” He quaffed a significant amount of booze, a feat in his mask. When he was done he belched loudly, before speaking again.

“You wondered what the rifts are?” he asked, and I was suddenly alert. Daiyu and the others were listening too, even Prince Shōtoku, who had contented himself to eating and drinking a moderate amount, as if to cause no offense.

“They are cursed pits.” he declared, shaking his head. “Dark, full of flames as impure as our Sacred Flame is pure. And the endless tide of the burning damned. There have been many times we have faced such before in the past, the mountain is a sacred site, and power accumulates, dense ether. Such have always been effortlessly destroyed by the mighty Tengu.” He beat his chest happily. “Yet these… these are different. Deeper, darker, deadlier. The first Tengu to enter, they did not come back. Then we sent stronger warriors, but only a few returned, telling tales of burning spirits of our dead kin, animals, monsters, more… and now they spill out freely, numbers increasing each time.”

“So that is why you are holding these challenges?” Daiyu asked, listening, and he nodded.

“That is right, little one. You are small. You should not compete, this task is too deadly for a tiny creature such as you.” Arangbō answered. I could recognise the slight changes in Daiyu’s expression that indicated she was extremely offended, so I reached out and gripped her hand, giving it a squeeze.

“Daiyu’s actually surprisingly strong. Never judge by appearances, otherwise you might get caught out.” I warned him. “So, how does eating and drinking weed out the strong? The other challenges, I get.”

“They are tradition. If a warrior fears the battle ahead, they can simply bow out. Besides…” he turned, looking at the lord of the Tengu of the mountain. “Our Great Tarōbō is gathering power. Emotion is prayer, and prayer is strength, fuel for the flames of victory. We can afford to lose no more.” His gaze was piercing. “Fungbō and Shungbō may wish you away from this place, but… for victory, you have earned your place.”

I could see that a massive pit, similar to the firepits from before, had been dug as we emptied mug after mug of strong sake. “I see. That’s a sensible opinion.”

“Do not mistake me. Should Great Tarōbō decide you should be removed, I will throw you all out myself.” he warned. “But I am a great warrior, Arangbō of the Spring East, and I will not shame myself or Great Tarōbō by tasting defeat…” He raised his mug to me. “So drink, let the flames of your spirit be nourished…”

All right then, don’t mind if I do. Raising my own mug, I took a big swig. Yes, it’s pleasant, but lacks impact…
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“You fought well, but I am simply too mighty.” Arangbō burped, and beside me Kana fanned her face, complaining quietly about the smell. Empty mugs were scattered all around us, Yasaka-san looking cheery as he sat in a blissful haze of drunkenness. The rest of my group hadn’t indulged too heavily, other than Haru-san, and she was still just tipsy.

“There’s not much point in drinking just for the sake of it.” I replied mildly. “But you Tengu certainly like booze. Just like the Night Parade.”

“We have no wish to be compared to those scoundrels.” Arangbō snorted sourly. “But it is true. Fuel for the spirit.” He finished off the dregs in his mug noisily.

“In that case, we are already trading alcohol with the Parade, a lot of interesting and exotic kinds. I am sure we could come to some arrangement too. I bet if you Tengu could walk the mortal world again you’d love all the bars in Shinjuku. As much exotic booze as you could wish for…”

“And we have a champion.” Tarōbō’s staff banged down, the noise interrupting my sales pitch. All around us were scattered fallen, drunk Tengu. “Arangbō, once more you show your fiery appetites.”

“A man should be sizeable in both muscle and hungers.” he boasted, before clapping me on the shoulder. “But when one shares sake with another, they become closer. Beware though, the next trial is a terrible one.”

“Yes. Your performance was also satisfactory. Yet…” Tarōbō waved his staff. “...I gained little joy from you. A shame. Your words are true. Drinking for rote triumph is worthless. So…” several more Tengu were given the right to battle the rifts. “Now, I must ask our visitor a favour.” He stared at me, his eyes full of energy, shining like rainbows from the aether he held. “Shungbō, Akio… fill this pit with lingering flame. For the next challenge is… only those who can pass through the flames and still be fit to fight are worthy.”

I see. Quite a nasty challenge.

“I shall do this.” Daiyu suddenly insisted, surprising me, her black eyes gleaming as she stared back at Arangbō, who had insulted her. As he chuckled, her obsidian gaze only hardened.

“Are you sure?” I asked, weighing up her abilities. “It’ll be hard for you…”

“Trust me. I have a way. I am no fool, to try and tame a tiger without the proper bait and tools.”

At her confident words, I nodded. Daiyu’s strong and brave, and she has no illusions of her own strengths, she can view herself objectively. If she says she can do it, I’ll support her.

“I see. This is my time to shine as well!” Kana piped up, and I looked at her, puzzled.

“What? You don’t think I can do it? I saw the look in your eyes when Daiyu volunteered. It was all 'I can totally trust her!', but you don’t trust me?”

As Bell giggled, enjoying the spectacle, Haru-san made Chen Na step forward as well. Three volunteers from our group… “No, of course I trust you. I know you wouldn’t do anything to make me worry, right?”

“No, you can totally worry a bit.” Kana winked. “I’m your girlfriend, if you don’t worry, I’d feel you didn’t care enough. But… Kṣitigarbha’s Favour… I think I can make this work. No, like Daiyu, I know I can.”

“All right then.” I patted her head, Daiyu’s too. “Just… be careful, all right?”

“I’ve seen how deadly your Foehn is. Daiyu has too, hasn't she? But it’s your fire. There’s no way we’ll be hurt by that, don’t you think?” As Daiyu agreed with Kana's words, nodding slowly, I frowned.

“I wish that was the case. Don’t take it lightly, or else you’ll get burned.” Stepping forward, joining the arrogant, red-robed Shungbō by the large pit which was some fifty metres across, dwarfing the previous firepits, I held in a worried sigh, not wishing to belittle the girls or damage their confidence. If only Foehn was so accommodating. Oh well, worst case, I have Ether Healing…


Side One Hundred And Forty-Six - Zhao Daiyu / Izumi Kana


Daiyu watched intently as the strange Tengu, Shungbō, the one in red representing Summer and the South, gestured to his fellow Tengu, the ones that were still sober, at least. Perhaps I am too young or sheltered to understand the appeal of drunkenness. No, more likely it is my training regimen and sense of asceticism. Cultivation requires a clear mind and a strong, healthy body. Drinking toxins for pleasure seems a little odd to me, unless it has some medicinal benefit, such as certain rare herbs. Though the honoured Patriarch, my father, he did indulge in moderation… perhaps a little is not so bad. Akio seemed as if he was having fun, and Daiyu wanted to be a part of that. She had drunk a little, and had to admit it tasted pleasant, though she did not feel particularly strange. Perhaps it is my newfound stronger constitution, or the blessing of Chang’e.

The Tengu gathered around Shungbō were in very specific positions, holding clearly selected objects, and Daiyu’s onyx eyes narrowed as she observed them. As the Tengu began his chant again, fire element surging around him in shimmering waves of yellow, Daiyu’s mind was working. Yes, I thought so. This is very reminiscent of Cultivation Formations. Though they use no jade plates or Talismans, the positioning follows very similar principles, and if a plate was inscribed…

“Nervous?” Kana asked beside her, and Daiyu twitched, her concentration broken. On seeing that, Kana misunderstood. “Me too. Everyone’s watching, and the fires…” Kana’s eyes reflected the brilliant blaze that was filling the pit. It was incomparable to before, the strength of the Tengu around added to Shungbō’s own. Just like Formations. Yes, it is indeed remarkable, how the strengths of others, properly placed, can make a greater whole. Just like us…

“…I’m scared of getting burned, but worse…” Kana let out a nervous giggle. “…what if my clothes burn off? I’d be exposed in front of everyone, I don’t want that!”

Such a strange worry. Although… Daiyu took pride in her appearance, even if she found the praise exasperating in the past, almost a subtle form of mockery, as for a Cultivator, power was above all. Now though, she found herself wanting to be beautiful for her Dao Companion, and to not lose to the others. How we all change. Before, I would have paraded naked through the halls of my Sect were it a guarantee of more strength, womanly pride and shame be damned. Now though… the thought of such upset her, so she did understand Kana more than she expected. With a faint smile, she tapped the armour under her dress.

“You have this Brigandine too, no?” The blacksmith Bjarki had constantly been creating more with Hyacinth’s aid, and was increasing in proficiency, able to create a set swiftly with the proper materials. “I doubt this will be destroyed by the fires of the Tengu, although…” Now Akio had stepped up, and the hungry blaze of Foehn was pouring from his hands, joining the flames. “…Akio’s fire burns hungrier. But should the worst happen… he is a jealous man. I suspect any who behold your naked body would find his wrath falling upon them like the breath of a Dragon when its hoard is plundered.”

“That’s right.” Kana agreed after a moment. “He really didn’t seem the sort when I first met him, but… yes, I think it’s cute. He’s very possessive. All right then…” Kana slapped her cheeks, grinning. “I’d best not get burned then, else I’ll be responsible for the great massacre of Mount Atago, when Akio kills or blinds everyone who saw me naked. So… you have a plan?”

Daiyu looked around at their fellow competitors. Chen Na was waiting silently, uncomfortable, but Daiyu knew how she would act. The others…

“You have no need to compete, Haanōbō of the Winter North.” Tarōbō was saying to the violet-haired Tengu, her white wings flapping. I am not sure how Akio has not noticed yet. From the body structure, the posture of movement, the gestures… that Tengu is clearly female. Or perhaps he has noticed and it does not matter to him. If so, that is good. An enemy is an enemy, whether a man or a woman, and an ally likewise an ally regardless. What matters is, if she is facing this challenge, then my idea should be plausible…

“No, I shall redeem myself. I wish to challenge his fires again.” She was staring directly at Akio, despite her face being hidden. “This time I will win.”

“You think so?” Fungbō scoffed, his white robes dyed yellow and red by the flames. “No, I shall be the one to triumph. The Autumn West shall not falter, unlike you.”

As the two squabbled, Daiyu observed the couple of other nervous-looking Tengu who stepped up. It seems this challenge is not popular, no wonder. Compared to the others, it was extremely dangerous. As Tarōbō asked who would go first, Daiyu offered herself confidently.

There is advantage to going later, seeing how the other competitors fare. But there is honour and glory in succeeding before any others, and as a Cultivator, while I am following in the footsteps of my ancestors, I always strive to break new ground, besides… seeing her Dao Companion smiling at her, a mixture of pride and worry on his easy-to-read features, she felt warm inside. I was lost, abandoned and broken, but now I am whole again. No, more than whole. Power surges through me, my Foundation solid as the roots of Mount Tai.

“A word of advice.” Akio suggested warmly as she stepped forward, the heat of the massive firepit hot on her skin. “You’ve seen my Foehn. If you treat it like ordinary fire, you’ll get burned to the bone and worse. I’d rather not have your beautiful face or body wounded.”

Daiyu felt her face heat, and not from the flames. With a nod, she declared that she understood, and of course had a plan. “Leave it to me. I shall not let you face this rift without me.”

“Then let our first challenger of the flame face the wrath of the furious side of fire. For fire gives warmth, offers sustenance, but it also rages, consumes.” Tarōbō banged down his staff once more. “Have you the strength, young one?”

“First small, now young. Both may be true, but I am no weak child. I am Zhao Daiyu, Matriarch of the renewed Incorruptible Jade Sect, and Dao Companion to Oshiro Moonstone Akio! I shall not falter, this flame is but one more foe I shall trample on my way to the pinnacle!” she declared proudly. Remembering the talk she had with Shaeula and Hinata recently, she smiled. Their idea, it is… ambitious. I do wonder what Akio will think of it. But… I believe I shall lend them my aid after all. The idea appeals, I confess…

“Then show us your devotion to the Flame!” Tarōbō declared.

“Good luck!” Kana clasped her hands in a brief prayer for her success. “I’ll be watching, so… I know what I’m going to do, but I’ll take any hints!”

“Burn it into your eyes.” Daiyu smiled slightly, before drawing upon her Qi. The trick to this is simple in theory, but to do in practice requires incredible senses. Fortunately, my Qi Perception has strengthened massively, as has all of me… spreading Qi externally, she felt the heat of the flames flare through her senses, uncomfortable. Blotting out the phantom pain, she narrowed her focus. There. Qi Perception was for detecting others, their Qi visible to other Qi, but was that all? Qi is aether, refined and made fitting for Cultivation. So Qi can sense aether, and the flames…

As she stood motionless, the annoying Fungbō scoffed that she had lost her nerve, but Akio supported her, telling him that would never happen. The warmth now moving from her face to her heart, Daiyu strengthened her concentration, scattering more Qi, until… There. I have it. Akio, I understand. You have done your best to aid us.

There were three competing fires. Natural, ordinary fire, from the fuel in the pit, which was fading and contained no Qi, so was largely invisible to her senses. Perhaps if I was using flame Qi to sense… the other two were the fires of Shungbō, and Foehn. Able to tell them apart, she saw that Akio had carefully poured the Foehn into the pit, forming a corridor where the Foehn was lightly concentrated. Perhaps he meant to leave a clear pathway, but like all flames, Foehn does as it wills. Even so…

Stepping forwards, her senses now perceiving the position and type of flames, Daiyu performed her next feat. This is not true Cultivation, but… power is power. I disdained the Divine Favour of Chang’e until it saved my life when I drifted in the ocean close to death. I seldom make the same foolish error twice. And I have been observing… while her Dantian naturally helped process aether and elemental energies into Qi, she had been studying, listening and learning.

If I pull water element from my … sacral Chakra, he called it. We Cultivators understand the Chakra network, meridians and acupoints, but we focus more on the Dantian… an orange glow formed, brilliant and deep, and her body was suddenly soaked, her dark hair clinging to her face and back. The heat from the fires diminished, insulated, and she focused her strength in her legs, marvelling at how much stronger she was now.

If I was like this before, that bitch Sun Lisha and her Party dogs could never have defeated me, not even with their guns. Qi can stop steel once more. Akio has proved it. I can prove it. Simply leaping the fifty-metre pit would be possible, but ignored the trial, which was to brave the flames. “Sear this into your eyes. I am Incorruptible!” Daiyu shouted, before plunging into Shungbō’s flames. Immediately her water element surged, water boiling around her instantly. It wasn’t Spirit Water, she could create only a fine trickle of that, but her water element was still magnificent, containing the strength of the treasure she had taken from London, as well as all the Spirit Water Akio and Shaeula had bequeathed her.

“Hot…” she muttered, before regretting it as while her shroud of water element she was projecting prevented the flame from entering her, heat still seared her throat, though her blessing quickly regenerated scorched tissue. It is hard to think… The blazing hell around her was boiling off her water element as fast as she could supply it, and her skin was starting to burn, though it was healing near as fast, leaving her hot and itchy.

I have to go. It was impossible to move at her full speed, the path through the Foehn narrow and hard to notice unless one expected it to be there, and the Foehn itself was writhing as if alive, constantly spreading. Each step took but a moment, pushing through the blaze, her vision dyed red and yellow. Once she reached halfway, she realised why so few Tengu had accepted this trial.

In the other challenges, defeat meant little more than scorn. Although the hunting trial perhaps could have led to injury or death… Her thoughts were distracted, and she realised the incredible heat was affecting her judgement. Intensifying her water element, she pressed onwards, following the narrow winding path, only to stop in panic as the Foehn shuddered, spraying a blaze in front of her.

That was close. Leaping over it, she pressed onwards, and soon there was but ten metres to go, a distance she could clear with one leap, except… There is no clear way out. No, caution is better… her water element was running out, but she had enough. Twisting her body she crept forwards. Ten metres. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six… Suddenly the Foehn roared up, consuming some of the other flames around it, and a scattered explosion of droplets showered her. Immediately her water element started to fail, and with desperation she disregarded caution. There is no choice but to break through and risk the consequences!

Her legs flexed, and she shot through the burning hell, striking the Foehn wall as she passed, one arm wreathed in flames. She landed on the other side in an undignified heap, her hair and back shimmering with Foehn, one arm wrapped in the hungry flames. For a moment she rolled around, trying to quench the flame before she snapped back to her senses, realising such would not work, not on Foehn. Seeing Akio wishing to come towards her, but being stopped by the raised staff of Tarōbō, she revelled at the panic and care in his eyes. As it should be. But I am not weak. Not anymore. I have planned for the worst…

The water element she was wrapped in burst, cascading the Foehn away, leaving it burning around her like a hundred small fires. Her hair was still smouldering, and she quickly cut her locks, black strands falling to the ground like burning embers. There were traces still burning her arm, and she washed them away, heedless of the scorched flesh, cloth and armour both seared away, though the Brigandine was already starting to repair itself slowly, just as her hair was regrowing at a speed visible to the naked eye. Wincing, as her damp burns closed up, she bowed to Tarōbō.

“I believe I passed your challenge.”

“You did.” There were cheers and applause from the crowd. Some of the Tengu who had decided to brave the flame had backed off, and now it was only Kana, Chen Na, and the two from the Four Directions that were left. “You have passed through the flames and found yourself anew. Do you feel stronger for it? Fire renews…”

Daiyu looked down at her regenerating arm. “No, I renew. But I shall not forget the touch of the flames.” She looked to Akio, a teasing smile on her face, an expression she seldom showed anyone. “The fire of Summer was weak. It was only your flames that could burn me, Akio. Just as you burn my heart, my Dao Companion!”

“Sorry about that.” Akio grabbed her, and Ether Healing soothed her remaining injuries, and she found him stroking her regrowing hair. “You have such lovely hair. It seemed a shame to cut it…”

“Since you like it, I shall keep it so. See, it regrows.” She continued to smile before turning back and addressing Kana across the firepit. “I fear you will not have learned a great deal from my efforts. You will not be able to replicate what I did.”

Kana shook her head. “Oh you’d be surprised. I could see you moving strangely.” She tapped under her eyes. “They have to be good for something. And at the end there… that water burst. You just watch me, I won’t lose!”

Daiyu held out a hand. “I await your arrival.”

“So, who shall pass through the flames next?” Tarōbō asked. “Those that have withdrawn…” the pair of Tengu slumped guiltily. “…there is no shame. Nor is there now. The sacred trial has been passed, the omens are good.”

“I shall go!” Haanōbō called, her voice somehow both loud and soft. “Great Tarōbō… I do not fear the flame, only failing you and Mount Atago. I will not know defeat again!”

“Is it a failure?” Arangbō rumbled, surprising everyone. “I have been watching, the same as anyone with eyes to see. The newcomers are hardly weak. I would still triumph, as you shall see…” he boasted. “…but perhaps having such strong allies to aid us was the Sacred Flame itself calling to them. Take heart, sister, when it comes to the battle, we will stand side by side, the Four Directions, each protecting the others as always.”

Akio nodded as the Tengu called her his sister, as if perhaps his suspicions were confirmed. The violet-haired Tengu flinched, before she nodded. “I tasted the earth, was trampled humiliatingly. It is a shame I can only expunge by victory. So watch me, brothers, father! Watch me, you who put me under your feet…” Daiyu could tell she was glaring, despite her hidden features. “I am Haanōbō, of the Winter North, and by Genbu, I will brave the flames!” She began her chant, and a bubble of water surrounded her, mimicking what Daiyu had done. Then the water began to solidify, ice of pretty shades shimmering as it froze over her, forming a glacial armour.

“Into the flames…” Haanōbō cried, leaping into the blaze. With her Qi still extended, Daiyu observed her keenly, and as the fire melted the ice, it refroze, working in layers so that she was always protected. Clever. But against Foehn…

As soon as Haanōbō was caught by the hungry flame, her icy armour started to crack, Foehn worming its way down. With her Qi Perception, Daiyu couldn’t see her clearly, just the Qi, but what she observed impressed her. Just as I did… the icy armour shattered, shedding the top layers, and most of the Foehn was expelled. Further water bubbled from her, and while the raging flames made it impossible for her to freeze the water into more rapidly melting ice, it protected her somewhat.

“Caution is wise, but the longer one tries to avoid it…” Daiyu began, and Akio nodded at her, understanding.

“I knew you’d see it, Daiyu. You’re a smart girl.”

Feeling a warmth at his praise quite unlike the blazing heat of the flames, she nodded too. At Tarōbō’s quizzical expression, Daiyu closed her mouth, holding her silence, before deciding to show Tarōbō a little face. “Haanōbō understands too. The thing about fire is, especially Akio’s, the longer you fight it the weaker you become, and the stronger it becomes. Act swiftly, but with measured calm.”

An explosion of steam erupted as Haanōbō was propelled out of the flames. She landed heavily at the feet of Shungbō, who glanced down at her, the set of his shoulders and wings scornful. Her icy armour was shattered, and tongues of Foehn were still trying to consume it and her. Shungbō raised his hand, trying to dismiss the flames, only to find that he could not.

“Here.” Akio leapt to her, and Daiyu’s Qi detected a strange sight. Akio was withdrawing the flame element from the Foehn, though the effort seemed to be greatly fatiguing for him, and as the Foehn dimmed, flickering and winking out of existence, he was also working Ether Healing, which made Daiyu groan softly to herself. Predictable. He is far kinder to women. I have no objection, I wish him to be kind to us, but… it makes me feel a little less special.

As Haanōbō’s burns healed, she looked up at Akio, face still hidden, and thanked him in a tiny whisper. As Tarōbō declared that she had also triumphed, beginning another long speech about the merits of flame, Daiyu’s eyes met Kana’s, who was fidgeting nervously, her brow flecked with sweat…
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“…only by fighting a pure flame, can one ever hope to defeat a cursed, corrupted one…” the old windbag Tarōbō was saying. He does like to hear himself talk, but then… I guess we do too. Thinking back to their conversation during the eating contest, Kana shook her head. I guess it’s shaped all our lives, our meetings with Akio. For me, it was overturning my world, a complete one-eighty. I went from hating my shrine and my gifts, to being proud, glad to have them. For Motoko, Natsumi and Daiyu, it shattered their stale, barren worlds even more. No wonder we love to talk about it fondly… but…

Kana felt a tinge of annoyance as Akio was healing that Haanōbō girl. She is a girl then. I did wonder. It’s a good job Shaeula isn’t here, she’d be loving this. Oh well, I guess as a fellow girl I can allow her to be healed. Nobody wants burn scars. Worst kind of scars…

“…challenge the flames next?” Tarōbō boomed, his staff glowing, and Kana winced.

“Damn, that staff is abnormal. To my sight, the gem blazes brighter than the sun.” she muttered to herself.

“You then? Step forward.” Tarōbō declared, and for a moment, Kana panicked. Wait a minute, I’m not ready…

“Kana, you can do this.” Natsumi cheered her on, and beside her Motoko nodded, mopping her sweat after their exercise.

“I have every faith in you. Akio has faith in you.” she told me, pointing, and I turned to see Akio, worried but proud, and I suddenly felt stronger. That’s right. Whether I go now or later, I’ve still got to do this. I took Kṣitigarbha’s Favour, which is something unique in the world. I have to prove I’m worthy of it, of his trust, and not just for him, but for myself too.

Taking a deep breath, I nodded. “Yes, I’m ready to brave the flames. After all, I’ve been taught earth beats fire, and I’m the shrine maiden of an earth-aspected shrine, so…” I’m babbling, need to calm down, deep breaths. It does feel good him worrying about me though… I just wish he’d have stopped teasing me and admitted his feelings for me earlier. Not that it was ever in doubt. I’m Izumi Kana. I may be shallow, selfish, a bit of a bitch at times, but I’m confident that he’ll not regret choosing me, no man would…

“Kana, you’re right. But… a stronger fire will still beat weaker stone.” Akio warned her. “And I don’t like to boast but…” That’s totally a lie. Yes, for a guy Akio’s actually not too much of a braggart, but when it comes to boasting about us, or his abilities he’s worked hard for, he loves to show off… it’s kind of cute. “…my Foehn is one of the most dangerous fires there is.”

“I know. Shirohebi told me you nearly burned our shrine down with it once. And I’ve seen it in action. But…” she pumped her fist. “…it’s not just me and my father, struggling alone with pathetic talents anymore. No, it’s everyone together. And we make each other stronger. So I won’t be the one to lose, letting the side down. If you want to cleanse the flame, to help Haru-chan, I’m going to be there!”

At that Haru-chan smiled, and tears glimmered in her eyes. She’s really sweet. When I remember what nearly happened to me at the shrine, with those yakuza... to know what she’s suffered… I just hope she can be happy. But she’s got Akio in her corner, so I’m sure she’ll have a bright future ahead of her. So, for Akio, Haru-chan and my fellow idiots in love with Akio…

“Let’s do this. This Favour is perfect for me. Shirohebizumi is a fertility shrine, and the earth… the earth is a womb, just as Kṣitigarbha says.” The ground under her rippled, stone and earth melting like wax. “It’d be easy if I just went under the flames, but I know that’s not the point. Otherwise, you could all flap your wings and go over the top, couldn't you?” she suggested to Fungbō who was standing near her. He merely glared silently at her, eyes hard behind his long-nosed red mask.

“All right, I get you don’t like us. But your Great Tarōbō lets us take part, and since these rituals are sacred, you have to abide by them, right? I get it, I’m a shrine maiden to the Kami you dislike so much.” Kana taunted. “Just watch me triumph too, so you can’t complain about me being here!” She then turned her attention back to Akio. “One thing I’ve learned from you, from Shaeula, Hyacinth, Haru-chan, Shiro… from everyone… is that power is just that. Power.” I may not be the best at school, but I’m not stupid. I can learn. “Recently I’ve been practising constantly. I had time while you were in England.” She giggled then. “I was lonely. Those of us left behind all were. So this trip, we have to make the most of it. If I can’t hide in the womb of earth, then… I bring the womb to me! It’s all just earth element, isn't it?”

The ground flowed like wax, and Kana was swallowed by it. The fierce heat was cut off, and she grinned, knowing no-one could see her. No, Akio can, if he uses his Eye. So… “You just wait. When the time is right, I’ll…” She touched her own belly, where her womb would be, face scarlet. So embarrassing!

“All right then… here we go. It won’t be this simple, I know that.” The ball of mud, earth and stone that contained Kana moved forwards, and she felt her stomach lurch as it fell into the burning pit. Immediately she started to sweat, the inside heating up. “I just have to keep flowing more earth in. Foehn may be greedy, but I only need to manage for a few moments…”

The stone shell rolled onwards, and Kana struggled to judge the distance. It was getting hotter and hotter, and her eyes widened as the stone started to crack, and she let out a bitter laugh. “Damn, Akio. Give a girl a break! I’m trying my best here.” As she could see bright flame starting to drip through, she concentrated, earth element flowing from her as she pointed to the cracking dome and walls of her protective bubble.

“The Gods are just like the Kami. Gods are Kami, just not necessarily ours. They give power that they understand. But what we choose to do with it… depends on us!” Underneath her feet, more mud and stones were pouring in, forming long spikes which pierced the gaps, melting into a gloopy sealing substance. The ordinary heat of Shungbō’s flames were blocked out safely, but Foehn was not so easily halted.

“Damn it, Akio! I know you’re greedy for me, but this goes a bit far!” Knowing he was likely watching her, she joked. “But I’m not beaten!” The earthen womb picked up speed, and she slammed into an obstacle, losing her balance. She squealed in panic as Foehn droplets narrowly missed her as she stumbled, but quickly regained her concentration. Ever since that time the yakuza attacked, I’ve been more clear-headed in times of trouble. Tarōbō is right. Sometimes you need to get burned to grow…

The ground exploded, and she was propelled upwards, coming crashing down as her protective shell shattered. All around her there were burning gobbets of mud and blazing rocks, and she hurriedly staggered to her feet, panicked, as a puddle of Foehn was burning next to her. Seeing Akio, she leapt up and into his arms, finally feeling safe, relief coursing through her.

“Good job. You were very brave.” Akio praised, and she sagged against him, feeling it was all worth it. It was then Akio leaned in close, his breath tickling her ears, and whispered “Don’t make me wait too long, all right?”

Akio, you…! Flushing as red as a tomato, Kana let out a relieved giggle. “Not as soon as you’d like, but sooner than you think.” she promised, before looking at Daiyu, managing a victorious smile. “Looks like I was the one to get out unscathed after all.”

“Yes, your clothes remain unburned.” Daiyu flourished her ragged sleeve. “That was quite clever, if somewhat similar to our attempts.”

Kana stuck out her tongue playfully as she glanced back, seeing the rest of her party clapping and cheering for her. “How else would you do it? I doubt extinguishing the flames by collapsing the walls of the pit would be in the spirit of the challenge, and it might not stop Foehn anyway.”

“True.” Tarōbō declared, waving his staff. “If it was merely a challenge to douse the flames, such measures would suffice. But no, we seek not to douse, but to purify. And all these challenges, they purify the spirit.”

Akio and Daiyu looked shocked at that, glancing at each other, before Daiyu gave him a sweet smile. Feeling left out, Kana spoke up a bit huffily. “What is it? You look like you’ve understood something.”

“I have.” Akio agreed, his expression wry. “It looks like we’ll be gaining something, Daiyu and me at the least, even if our alliance here doesn’t pan out. It’s a shame Shaeula isn’t here…”

“I see. I don’t get it, but I’m pleased you’re happy.” Kana shrugged. “Just Chen Na then.” Kana was a bit wary of that woman, as she was an unknown, and was their enemy until Haru-chan had bound her, but since Akio wanted her on this mission to give an extra layer of safety for them, Kana had some good feelings towards her, as her presence was proof of Akio’s care.

“It should be easier for her. Her power is specialised for this.” Akio pointed out, but before Chen Na could go, Fungbō stepped up. Kana looked away as he glared at her, his eyes narrow behind his mask.

“You may have succeeded in passing through the flames, but you were inelegant, unsightly.”

“I thought you cut a beautiful sight, as always.” Akio countered, and Kana held in a giggle. Look, he’s trying to be all serious. It’s mean not letting him…

Fungbō was thrown off by that, before visibly gathering himself. “Laugh, outsiders, when you see the might of the Autumn West!”

Kana noticed the aura around him brighten in her vision, as he began his chant. “Byakko, Lord of Autumn, Master of Metal, He Who Oversees Autumn… I call upon the impenetrable sheen of iron. Render me impervious to the flames, aid me in proving I am worthy to stand as your champion!”

Kana was impressed as a silver sheet of metal covered the Tengu, who sneered. “Metal does not fear the flames, for it is both of flame, and of the earth that devours flames!” With that he plunged into the pit, and mere seconds later he was out, the metal red-hot, Foehn clinging to it, but as he discharged it, he was left standing proud and arrogant.

“That is truly how one braves the flame.” He laughed loudly, wings flapping for emphasis.

“True. Your performance is most impressive. But we have one left, Fungbō of the Autumn West.” Tarōbō offered mildly, and as everyone watched, Chen Na swallowed, eyes darting around before she was covered in a shimmering bubble of force. She too leapt into the flames, before emerging out of the other side seconds later, her barrier a ball resembling an inferno. It blew apart, Akio calling up a barrier of earth to deflect the scattered Foehn from us, and Chen Na was left gasping and panting on her hands and knees, blinking weakly.

“Nice work.” Akio praised, and Kana agreed. With that, it just means that Natsumi and the Elf haven’t won the right to participate, since Prince Shōtoku and Yasaka-san aren’t interested… She locked eyes with Natsumi, who shrugged. I hope the next trial suits her. Being left out hurts, I know…

“So, we have those who have braved the flames, some in struggle and strife…” Tarōbō nodded at Kana, Daiyu and Haanōbō. “…and others with much ease.” His gaze took in Fungbō and Chen Na. “As for who triumphed… Fungbō, you did well.” As the Tengu puffed himself up, Tarōbō’s words were stern. “…but your victory should not lead to arrogance. It was close between you…” he nodded at Chen Na. “…and the denizens of the foul rift are dangerous indeed. All will need to work together.”

He raised his staff, which was blazing with energy, and Kana could see rainbow ribbons of power being drawn from the cheering crowds. “Now let the final two trials commence. As swift as fire, let arrows pierce the hearts of our enemies, and let those whose inner fire can illuminate the cramped, dark realm do battle to show they have the might to face those that would defile the Sacred Flames!”

Archery, huh? Couldn’t be more perfect I suppose… Kana thought as she saw the Elf Bellaera-san and Natsumi both leap up, excited. Turning to Akio, who looked equally pleased, she managed a smile. But I’m done. I’ll leave those sorts of challenges to the battle fanatics… Still, Kana couldn’t help but smile, knowing Natsumi, Motoko and probably Akio too would get their chance to show off…


Four Hundred And Ten


“Seven arrows, seven strikes. Seven of the corrupted sent back to their rest, their tortured flames purified.” Tarōbō proclaimed, waving his brilliantly glowing staff. “Down in the dark, one must not miss, and be swift. Only those with such talents are fit to risk themselves, use what precious strength we can muster. We should suffer no more despoiled dead.” With those words the Tengu, even those still drunk from the previous challenges, managed respectful bows. A number of the Tengu were fetching small shield-shaped targets, while others were reaching for their bows, excited, wings flapping happily, raucous chatter and boasting, fuelled by alcohol, intensifying.

“I have a question.” I asked suddenly, and all eyes were on me, Fungbō and Shungbō seeming angry, Arangbō merely watching.

“Speak then, you who will brave the darkness.” Tarōbō responded mildly. “But be swift, for the challenges must soon conclude.”

“Yes, I understand.” I agreed. “So far it’s been a fascinating cultural exchange.” I’ve had dealings with the Night Parade, the Seelie, and now these Tengu of Mount Atago. While they all have similarities, such as they are all extremely emotional, acting far in excess of what most humans would, there are also differences. If I treat all spiritual beings as similar, I could trip myself up… “We’ve fought a number of the damned spirits…” at those words Haanōbō looked down, hair swaying. “…and ordinary weapons and even a lot of elemental attacks don’t do much to them. I doubt arrows will be effective.”

“You are quite right.” Tarōbō agreed. “Yet… I have my ways. A blessing on all those who brave the darkness and their weapons shall drive out the corrupted and cleanse the Sacred Flame of Mount Atago once more. However, such is not infinite…” I saw his head shift a little, golden eyes going to the gem on his staff, so I understood. As I expected. “…so the arrow should be swift and sure, and might should be plentiful.”

I nodded then, and he continued. “So, those who would seek to strike down the corrupted, step forward, and earn your place with the other champions! For the Flame!”

“You’ll watch me, won’t you Akio?” Bell breathed, quite flirty, her smile bright. “And not just me…” I could see Motoko and Natsumi unlimbering their own bows as well.

“Of course.” I grinned. “After what you all talked about during the eating contest, how could I not?” I reached out, stroking Natsumi's and Motoko’s heads, and they leaned into me for a moment, enjoying the closeness, before their eyes shone with professionalism and the will to fight, and they parted from me.

“Do your best, and I’ll watch.” I turned back to Bell. “You too.”

“Thanks.” Bell nodded. Her own bow was somewhere between a cavalry-bow and a longbow, and the shining blue string piqued my interest. On seeing that, she explained. “The bowstring is actually from my hair.” She grinned, tossing her head, her blue locks dancing. “It’s quite usual for Elves, or female archers in general. Hair is strong, and our bows are crafted just for us, and enchantments take better on our own materials.”

“I see.” I was curious, as I had dabbled in crafting myself, up until Bjarki and Ixitt took over, and I was planning to get back into it when I had a chance. “So how does that work?”

As Bell happily continued talking, I could hear Motoko and Natsumi chatting to each other.

“I won’t lose this time, Motoko. I’ve been practising, and I think I reached enlightenment.” Natsumi declared proudly, bringing a smile from her friend.

“I understand. I too…” Motoko agreed. “We must thank master Bellaera for that.”

Bell nodded. “Don't worry about it. I always enjoy teaching the eager and talented, and I have more reasons to train the two of you. Now, enough talk. I think it is time.”

I turned to see that dozens of Tengu had lined up with their own bows. Archery seemed to be a skill most Tengu knew, which made sense seeing as they could fly. The Four Directions were sitting this one out, but Arangbō snorted loudly, booming a laugh. “Not taking part? Are you not skilled?”

I shrugged. “I’m not my sister. She has the archery talent in my family. I daresay I could do all right…” With my stats alone and basic knowledge, I’d certainly be more than competent, but I have no need. Besides, I’m more interested in the ‘doing battle’ Tarōbō mentioned. “…but why rob these eager Tengu of their chance to shine? I want to watch Motoko and Natsumi anyway, I’m always impressed by their dedication, and they look quite beautiful when they practice Tsumura Arts.” I can appreciate them more now I know a little myself…

As the two girls smiled happily, Bell giggling ruefully that I didn’t mention her, Arangbō laughed anew. “I see. How magnanimous. I too am not much of an archer, though my bow…” he gestured, and I saw he had propped up something huge, that looked more like a weapon you’d see mounted on a ballista. “…can pierce stone and steel. No, I await the final challenge, a battle between two warriors. Do you have the stomach for it? You had little for meat and sake.”

“Oh, my stomach is strong enough.” I promised. “I’m not sure what form the battle will take, but if I could be matched against you, I’d have no complaints.”

“I daresay Great Tarōbō will make it so. Such a clash will excite the others, raise morale before the battle, seeing me trample you into the mud as you trampled poor hapless Haanōbō, our little sister.”

So she was their sister. And Tarōbō’s daughter, it seems too. That just makes me angry. I had thought there was a good chance she was a girl, considering the feel of her when I first battled her, as well as her voice, movements and gestures. My keen senses picked up on these things, but being as she was a Tengu, it was impossible to be certain. I would never hold back on an opponent just because she was a girl, Kiku and many of the invaders of Kyoto proved that women were no more virtuous than men, and enemies had to be beaten, but as a brother too…

“As I said, getting defeated by me is nothing to cry over. It’s something you’ll know soon…” I was unable to keep the growl out of my voice. As the girls joined the Tengu, I continued, addressing Tarōbō and all the Four Directions. “I have to say, I’m unimpressed. My sister is precious to me, as yours should be. If she was beaten after trying her best…” Haanōbō twitched at that, wings drooping. “…I wouldn’t criticise her, belittle her. I’d be happy she came back unharmed, and console her, like a good big brother should. I’ve already dealt with one foolish brother who doesn’t respect his sister enough. Though not alone…” I turned to Haanōbō. “Shaeula proved to her older brother she had grown. I can see you took part in these challenges to do the same thing.” Before she could continue, I finished my complaints. “If my sister was defeated after trying her best…” I repeated for emphasis. “...then I’d praise her, and help her train so that next time she wouldn’t lose.”

“There is no need for that. I could not stop you setting foot on our sacred mountain. You were right…” she spoke softly, her voice full of thick emotion. “…we struck first, from ambush, while you were embroiled in destroying the very foes you now all partake in hard trials to face. I am indeed a disgrace to the Winter North, to Genbu, and my father. But…” Her voice stopped trembling, her white wings lifting up. She strode over to me, and her brothers seemed surprised. She stopped, mere inches away from my face, and suddenly lifted her head, long violet hair parting, and I could see her hidden appearance. Huh, I thought Tengu were…

Yellow-gold eyes gleamed in a surprisingly human face. Perhaps her nose was a little large and curved, but it was still within the bounds of a girl’s appearance, and her skin was pale and free from blemishes, her lips small and glistening, her eyes big. She’s actually pretty… Gasps came from the Tengu around us.

“Haanōbō, to show your maskless face… have you no shame?” Fungbō called, outraged.

“Only to he who trampled me.” Haanōbō shook him off, waving a hand. “Besides, you called me a failure and a disgrace, brother. What is one more disgrace to the already soiled and dirty?” She smiled at me then, hands steepled together, her face displaying her nerves. “Your sister is fortunate. Sometimes I too wish for tender care, but alas, like a frozen winter, the green shoots of such wither and die without growth. But… your words, they make my defeats burn less in my heart. So… I bid you triumph over my brothers. But more than that…” she bowed deeply to me. “…I implore you, aid Great Tarōbō and cleanse the Flame. Our millennia of work cannot fail because we were too weak!”

At seeing her honest expression, I paused. This can work for me. I need an alliance, and she’s an important Tengu. With her support…

“You see that, Daiyu?” Kana whispered. “I can’t see her face, her wings are in the way, but if she’s cute, Akio is going to grab her, I know it. Eri’s going to be pissed off again.”

“She is talented. Her use of water element intrigues me.” Daiyu admitted.

Ugh, how little faith does Kana have in me? I have my hands full with everyone right now… although she’s not entirely wrong. Ignoring the comments, I turned to Fungbō. “I don’t understand your culture, and I would never belittle other beliefs and traditions, but if her face is so taboo, why tear off her mask? Great Tarōbō, I don’t know what this battle challenge is, but I would like to face Fungbō first before Arangbō, and Shungbō too, if he isn’t prepared to be a decent brother.” I grinned wolfishly. “And if I win, then Haanōbō…” Everyone on the mountain froze, all eyes on me, waiting for what I was going to say next. “…I’ll take her as my sister.”

There was stunned silence. Kana was the first to break it, giggling. “I didn’t expect that. I was sure he was going to say 'take her as my bride!'.”

“To Akio, a sister is just as precious. He does dote on Aiko-san so.” Motoko agreed.

“That’s right. In fact, our relationship with Akio is quite sisterly.” Natsumi grinned wickedly. “You do dote on us, protect us, try and lead us… though it is hardly all so platonic.” She blushed then.

“Yeah, you’re right. My mistake.” Kana giggled. “There’s not much difference, is there? It’s a bold move.”

“This… is unwise.” Prince Shōtoku spoke up for the first time in a while as the Tengu were frozen like statues, including Haanōbō, who was gaping at me open-mouthed. “The Tengu of Mount Atago are fiercely loyal to each other and isolationist, and…” he stopped as Tarōbō banged down his staff, laughing bitterly.

“You believe you have the strength to defeat all three of the Directions in battle, one after another? Arrogance.”

“Not arrogance. Confidence. And I can show you the difference…”

“You dare!” the fiery Shungbō snarled, while Fungbō was hurling invective at me. Arangbō merely laughed uproariously at my declaration, while Haanōbō was frozen.

“I do dare. Here… none of you except Tarōbō are my match, I promise you.” League didn’t always correspond with fighting prowess, but it was an indicator, and while Arangbō was certainly on a par with Shaeraggo, the other two were weaker. Only Tarōbō had a League roughly matching mine. “But who cares about that? As a brother, the one thing I hate, and absolutely will not tolerate, is an older brother hurting their sister for no reason. It goes against everything I believe in!”

“And what will you do if you win? Take Haanōbō away? Her home is here, her place is here.” Tarōbō proclaimed, long-nosed mask dipping.

“There is no need to anger Great Tarōbō over me…” Haanōbō whispered urgently, then she flinched as Kana suddenly took her hand.

“Hey, you are pretty. Though you look a bit bird-like with that nose.” Kana grinned. At further gasps of horror, Kana waved her free hand dismissively. “Oh shut up. If Akio is going to be her brother, however the hell that works, I’m her sister. Don’t tell me you siblings haven’t even seen each other’s faces?”

“Not from adulthood.” Haanōbō whispered. “We mask our faces, as is tradition. Only… only those special can see our unmasked faces. Since we are ashamed…”

“Do not speak further, sister!” Fungbō fumed. “Not to outsiders!”

“We are cursed with these mortal faces.” she continued softly, ignoring them. “Some would say we are not true Tengu, not with bird heads, nor with the crimson faces our masks depict. Great Tarōbō is, but us, his children, we… disappoint. So we hide our shame, and pretend.”

“I see.” I raised a hand, and Foehn blazed, shooting up into the sky. “Shut up!” I roared, seeing as the Tengu were crying out in anger. “How damn stupid is that? You are what you are. Now… to answer your question, Tarōbō… no, she can stay where she wants, where she’s happiest. And if that’s here… not a problem. Because after we’ve cleansed your Sacred Flame and I’ve taught her brothers some manners, you’ll be amenable to an alliance, I’m sure. And then, it’ll be smooth sailing between here, Kyoto and my Territory. They’ll all be connected. So I’ll be visiting regularly, and if I hear she’s being bullied, well, there won’t be a friendly challenge this time.”

“Confidence indeed.” Tarōbō banged down his staff. It was drawing in a lot of anger from the surrounding Tengu, and was now almost too bright to look at. “Be calm.” he ordered everyone.

“Why are you doing this for me?” Haanōbō hissed. “I was your enemy, I tried to kill you…”

“You tried to defend your Territory.” I said in reply. “And I’ve given you the reason. I hate seeing little sisters suffer. If I ever make Astral Emperor, I’m sure I’ll insist on that being a capital crime…”

“He’s probably not joking.” Kana laughed. “Gods and Kami help us all when the time comes. Oh well, I’m safe, Aiko-chan and I get on just fine. Just accept it, Haanōbō. Akio here is a bit weird, but it’s reassuring. There are no downsides in it for you.”

“I, Tarōbō, lord of Mount Atago do declare…” he pronounced grandly. “…I am impressed by the sheer gall of you. But such confidence comes at a price. To take one of the Four Directions from me… my flesh and blood… to defeat her brothers is not enough. Nor will you win your alliance that way. However… anger is a potent source of power. The blessings I can grant have grown. Add two arrows…” he ordered the Tengu who were bringing quivers round to the competitors. They now each had nine arrows instead of seven. “Defeat South, East and West and I will forgive your insults and the sin of seeing Haanōbō’s face. Cleanse the Flame and I shall give her to you.”

“No, you’re missing the point…” I began, but he spoke over me. I’m not taking her anywhere, it was a spur of the moment thing. It’s not as if a stepsister isn’t a sister, for example, or say one's parents remarried and you end up with a sister without blood relations that way, she’d still be a sister who’d need looking after and protecting…

“If you wish this alliance, only when that is done… I shall face you.” the lord of Mount Atago proclaimed.

“Great Tarōbō, you should not have to lower yourself…” Fungbō growled.

“Enough. I have spoken. The Flame first. If you have no wish to see me stride forth to battle, then you have simply to show our brave guest that he is not as strong as he thinks he is.”

“I shall do it.” Arangbō boomed. “And enjoy it too. But…” he gazed solemnly at Haanōbō then, and his wings dipped in perhaps a sign of remorse. “Haanōbō, sister. You showed your face. Do you... I can talk to our father, perhaps he will relent…”

“Do not talk to me.” She curled up, hair and hands hiding her face from all others again, but what flesh I could see was crimson. “I am so ashamed I wish I could die…”

“Nope. No dying.” Kana insisted, dragging her off. “Daiyu, get her other hand. Her first job as Akio’s little sister… hey, I bet you’re way older than him, right? But you’ll still be the younger sister to him, that’s the way he likes it. Anyway… yeah, first job is to watch your other new sisters do their best. You should apologise to them, Akio.” she told me, and I agreed. Yeah, that got out of hand. But it worked, even if not quite the way I thought it would. Now I know the steps for alliance. Sure, it involves fighting Tarōbō, which I am not sure of, unlike his sons… but if I win, no problem!

“Sorry Motoko, Natsumi, Bell. I’ve probably spoiled your preparations.” I apologised sincerely.

“No.” Motoko spoke for them all. “Do not concern yourself with it. I have no sister, just a brother, but if I think of Natsumi as my sister, and she was being treated so… I too would be furious. Besides…” she smiled at the confused Haanōbō. “…I welcome all who are warriors. I would learn from you.” She bowed, martial-arts fashion, followed by Natsumi.

“As for me… I can't help but feel I lost here.” Bell chuckled. “It makes me wonder if it is my hair which is black, not Moira’s. So I shall have to win here to make up for it.”

“Yes, we should begin.” Tarōbō declared. Small wisps of emotion were still feeding the jewel, even as he spoke. “Nine arrows, nine targets. The corrupted, tortured spirits of flame are not easy to slay. So every blessed arrow must be used carefully and skilfully. Only those who can display such skills will be sent underground. We would not lose more of our brethren, our kin. We have lost too many already.”

The rules were simple. Nine Tengu, each carrying a small, shield-sized target, would rush towards each competitor, starting from a far distance. The number downed would be the score, and it would measure speed, power and precision at range. Just what Shaeraggo challenged my sister over. I guess archery has universal routes and skills. Huh… I wonder, swordplay, spears and martial arts as well? Is that another reason why Styles matter?

As I ruminated on that, the first challenger, a Tengu, stepped up. Beside me, Haru-san drifted over. “An interesting development, Akio-kun.” she laughed dryly. “Now you’re grabbing sisters as well as girlfriends? I wonder what your real sister, Akio-chan, would think of that?”

“A good question. I think she’d agree that a brother should always look out for his sister.” I replied, and Kana disagreed.

“No way…” As we watched, the Tengu managed to hit four targets before the last five Tengu reached him, though only three counted, as the first hit was too shallow and bounced out. “She’s going to make his life miserable with jealousy. She’s got that 'my bro’s so cool, he’s got all those girlfriends, but don’t forget, I’m his only sister' vibe. It’ll be funny though, Shaeula’s going to have an explosion of laughs over it.”

“I think so too.” Haru-san agreed as we watched a number more Tengu. One managed five hits that counted, with two that weren’t strong enough, and he strode off, basking in a few words of praise from Tarōbō. Now it was Motoko's and Natsumi’s turns shortly, after a couple more challengers. “But you bring it on yourself. I expect you are saying something trite to yourself, along the lines of 'it was all for the alliance…' and you probably even believe it, but words matter. You’ve meddled with a maiden’s heart, Akio… I doubt Tengu are much different to us in that respect, Shaeula and Hyacinth aren’t, Asha neither.”

“Yeah. I get that.” The Tengu threw down his bow in shame, only managing two hits, and some energy was drawn from him. “But it really did piss me off too.” As Yasaka-san sighed audibly, and the girls giggled, I strode over to where Motoko was limbering up.

“A kiss for luck?” I asked, and she flushed a little, nodding. We locked lips, a relatively chaste kiss, but it still made our hearts race. I pulled away, squeezing her hand, and she smiled at me elegantly.

“Since you believe in me, I will have to show results. And as your senior and instructor in Tsumura Arts, my pride will allow me no less than my best efforts.” She ran her fingers over the nine arrows. “Each arrow is subtly different. Natsumi, you have surely noticed now, I imagine?”

“Yes.” she agreed happily. “In our training before, we used expensive, custom-crafted shafts. They were made to be identical. But in battle, subtle differences in weight, balance, the fletchings, centre of gravity… all can affect the result. It’s not just atmospheric conditions, temperature, moisture… everything goes into the shot.” She smiled at me then. “Just as everything that makes up a person goes into love. Now Motoko, my precious friend, sister and instructor… go forth and crush them!”

“I will. Thank you. I shall cheer for you too.” She turned back to me. “Watch me. Take me into your eyes and your heart. I will stand beside you in this endeavour, and we shall win Mount Atago, if you need it. I dreamed of this day. I wanted to be a wife who could support her husband by his side in battle, impossible as that seemed, a mere fantasy in this modern world. This is the next step on the road to my near-forgotten dream.”

“Enough chatter, hearty eater.” Arangbō chuckled. “Show me if you have skill to back up your appetite!”

She nodded, and as the nine Tengu began to run towards her from several hundred metres away, her first arrow was already gone.

“She picked the best shaft for the hardest shot.” Bell observed. “Clever.” The Tengu holding the shield discarded it, arrow sticking in the wood just off-centre. “A little sloppy, but at that range, with a moving target… she has improved.”

“As we grow stronger, our senses are more acute. Before, I doubt I could tell the difference between these.” Natsumi held several shafts, weighing them. “Now we can…” Motoko’s next two arrows were also hits. The fourth bounced off, and she grimaced.

“Bad luck…” I whispered. “The Tengu changed direction at the instant the arrow arrived, so it glanced off…”

“There is no such thing as luck on the battlefield. Look, she is hurrying as they close in. The shots are easier in theory, but test nerve more than skill…” Bell warned.

“Fortunately, Motoko has always been calm.” Natsumi muttered quietly, and as we watched, the remaining arrows all found themselves in the targets, barring the final one, the Tengu a mere arm’s length from Motoko.

“I will not back down. I am not just an archer, and the Tsumura Arts not just for bows…” Her last arrow she stabbed into the shield, burying it deeply just as the Tengu touched her shoulder. Confused, it paused, unsure whether that was a victory for Motoko or not. I began to clap, Natsumi and Bell following, joined by the others of our group, Haanōbō hesitantly joining in, still confused by everything.

“Not bad.” Arangbō boomed. “You put many of our warriors to shame.”

Motoko bowed at his words, before turning to us, face flushed. “Seven then. The last was merely vanity. I did not want to look weak in front of you all.”

“You weren’t.” I promised, snatching her into a hug. She didn’t resist, merely enjoying my embrace and another kiss for a moment, before she stepped aside.

“I rather love feeling your strong arms around me, arms used to fighting for what they need to protect, unlike the weak, untrained arms of our peers.” Motoko replied, rather breathless. “But now… Natsumi. It is your turn.”

“I’ll surpass you, I almost never win. But I can’t stay in your shadow forever, now we are equals.” Natsumi boasted happily. “So, my kiss? I don’t need luck, but I want that!”

Grinning, we locked lips and hands, and as she stepped away, a spring in her step, she selected her first shaft. The Tengu began to charge, and she loosed it, followed by a second, and a third… three quick successful hits in succession.

“I have this.” The Tengu began to change directions, just as they did for Motoko, so Natsumi paused her shots for a moment. Then arrow after arrow hit, each biting deep. Even so, she was still left with one shaft as the last Tengu approached.

“The pause helped her hit, but even momentary delays in battle can be fatal…” Bell explained. “Yet…”

“I too am a warrior of Tsumura Arts…” the Tengu watched as Natsumi thrust her arrow, stabbing the shield-shaped target. “…and I’m no less vain than Motoko. Wasn’t I cool, Akio?” she boasted, grinning brightly.

“You sure were.” I pulled her into a hug and kissed her again. When we were done, she turned to Motoko.

“I finally beat you. But I know we both have a long way to go…” as Tarōbō praised her, Bell stepped up. “…until we can match our teacher.”

“If you grow, I do too.” Bell spoke proudly, before glancing at me cheekily. “Kiss for luck?”

“No, sorry.” I clapped her on the back. “Best I can do I’m afraid. But I do wish you luck.”

“You’re so shy. But I know your weakness.” She winked at me. “All I have to do is find a brother to bully me, and you’ll take care of me, won't you?”

I paused, open-mouthed in surprise at her cheekiness. She then giggled, tossing her head, brushing her blue hair away from her face. “How about this?” she offered confidently. “When I nail all nine arrows, you owe me a small favour.”

“I’ve fallen for that one before…” I warned, and she laughed.

“I hardly think taking me as a lover is a fair favour, don't worry. But… you like to gamble, I am told?”

“True. All right then. As long as it isn’t something I can’t do, you’re on. Can you do it?” I agreed.

“Can I?” she snorted. “I am an Elf, I was born to wield the bow. And not just any Elf, I am a proud Way-Captain. If I miss these, how can I shoot down the dreadfully fast and elusive Unseelie, or those dogs of the Wild Hunt? Watch me and see.”

The next nine Tengu had gathered, and as they began their charge, the first arrow left her bow, the string shimmering blue and green. Wait, not one arrow…

“She shot two at once! With just the faintest breath of wind element…” Motoko gasped.

“That’s cheating, surely…” Natsumi pouted, only to suddenly shake her head. “No, it isn’t. We were naïve, Motoko! This isn’t just a test, it’s a sorting ritual for a genuine, dangerous battlefield! We should have used wind too!”

“That's right. You were sloppy!” Two more arrows left Bell's bow at once, followed by two more. Six clean hits before the Tengu had reached halfway. One had even split a target clean in half. “But I am a good teacher, so consider this a free lesson. Always give your best.”

“She’s right.” Natsumi sighed. “I beat you, but that’s just once. You’re still in the lead, Motoko.” Two more clean hits, and the last arrow was in Bell’s hands, and wreathed in wind. With a casual gesture she loosed it, and the shield exploded.

“The past does not matter. We are only as good as our next contest.” Motoko demurred, before bowing deeply to Bell. “A great demonstration. You truly are skilled.”

“Yes I am. But I am not the best. Shaeraggo is a better archer than I am, though his is the way of the hunter, not the battlefield. There are several other Way-Captains who can best me too. So don't let yourself be discouraged. There are always better people. Even if you overtake me, which will be no easy feat, your next challenger will be harder still…”

“But that is what gives training, struggle, hardship meaning.” Motoko smiled. “The lesson is well received though. So…” she turned to Natsumi, a faint smile on her face. “…do not grow conceited. I shall defeat you next time!”

“Bring it on!” Natsumi giggled, and I felt warm watching them. She then turned to me and winked. “Oh, and Aiko-chan will be in Tokyo soon, we can train with your sister as well. Oh, I should say which sister now, shouldn’t I?”

“Very funny.” I replied, resigned to a lot of teasing and mockery over the next few days and weeks, even if it was indirectly helping us with Mount Atago. Looking around, the last few Tengu yet to go seemed resigned, and soon they were loosing arrows in frustration, unable to compete…
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“Bellaera, you from a distant land, and you mortals, Motoko, and Natsumi…” Tarōbō declared. “...you have the right to challenge the corruption. May your arrows strike true. Know, however, that in the darkness below, facing these tormented, burning spirits, it will not be as easy. When death stares you in the face, can you keep your composure, and use precious blessed weapons well?”

“You forget, we were fighting these damned spirits before.” Motoko assured him regally, adopting the poise of her noble upbringing. “As for blessed weapons… Akio, Haru-san, Daiyu… they all have their ways, and they can share.”

“That’s right.” Natsumi agreed. “We can keep our composure, because we aren’t alone.”

“Each foe we will slay is one less to kill your Tengu.” Bell agreed, having been declared the victor, and she smiled at me knowingly. Guess she won that favour. “But since we shall be allies soon, maybe I should say our Tengu?”

“Do not worry.” Motoko continued. “Akio treats spiritual beings and Yōkai just as he would his human allies. All are precious to him.”

“Yes, he’s got three Fae wives already.” Natsumi giggled. “And soon to be a Yōkai sister…” Haanōbō shrunk at that.

“Enough.” Tarōbō declared, slashing his staff, leaving trails of light as an afterimage. “Time drags on. We must conclude the final challenge.”

“This one, I wish to take part in.” Daiyu insisted. “I may have already obtained the qualifications, but to test myself… that I desire.”

“That’s fine. I have faith you’ll do well.” I agreed, before glaring at Haanōbō’s brothers. While the archery had been going on, the Tengu had erected a strange arena. It was a small circle, with little room to dodge, and it was shrouded in darkness, only a few flickering braziers giving an odd, weak, irregular light to the interior. To simulate this rift, the dungeon, I guess? “So, which of you is first?”

“I am of Flame… I leave crude bashing and clashing of arms to others.” Shungbō scoffed.

“I too.” Fungbō echoed, only for Arangbō to laugh.

“Byakko would weep, Fungbō. You are of Metal, the best suited of us all to fight. Besides…” he glanced at Haanōbō. “I am not such a fool as you are, brother. I was enraged and disgusted by our sister’s defeat. But… look around you. Our guests have won many challenges. Defeat is the enemy, but truth matters too.” Haanōbō’s wings quaked at that. “So do not shame the Four Directions. At least she fought.”

“If you claim it isn’t your forte… both at once.” I offered, sneering. “If you won’t even do that, then step aside and admit I’m a better brother than you, and support our alliance with Mount Atago.”

“Great Tarōbō!” Shungbō cried out, incensed. “Will you let this outsider mock us? I daresay you should cast them out, they insult and profane our sacred…” he paused dully as Tarōbō gestured, and two sets of manacles made from blackened iron were thrown down.

“The one mocking us is you, my children. We fear not the Kami of Kyoto, nor these defiled spirits that threaten our home. But you fear this outsider?” Great surges of energy were drawn from Shungbō and Fungbō. As they fell silent he turned to me. “Confidence, arrogance or dangerous recklessness? If it is the latter, despite your skills, I wish no part of you in this most vital of battles ahead. I cannot risk my mountain, the Sacred Flame, my Tengu, my children… on the whims of such a one. Both at once. Prove your words, for deeds matter.”

I grabbed the manacles, which were around three metres in length, and would keep us close in the cramped arena, I nodded. Clasping them on me, one to each wrist, I started swinging them mockingly. “Come on then, let’s see if you can laugh at your sister after I beat some manners into you. I only wish Shaeraggo was here, you’d at least have someone to sympathise with you…”


Four Hundred And Eleven


“Ifeel there has been some sort of mistake…” Haanōbō hissed as I spun the manacles threateningly. “I did not ask you to do this. I was not looking for pity…”

“I know just how you feel.” Haru-san commiserated. “I was lost and broken, and Akio-kun reached out a hand to me. At first, I felt like smacking it aside. I have… trust issues… I suppose I would say, especially with men.”

“That’s understandable, Haru-chan.” Kana sympathised, still holding one of Haanōbō’s hands, while Daiyu gripped the other. “It can be scary to ask for help. That’s why he doesn’t usually wait for you to ask.” Her smile was kind.

“It’s simply that I realised, what is the point of having the power to do what I want, and not use it? Sure, there has to be checks and balances, otherwise I’ll turn into a tyrant, which is bad, but… using that power to help someone within my sight isn’t wrong, is it? Besides…”

“He feels guilty for putting you in this situation in the first place.” Kana finished for me. “It’s a bit stupid, as you were the one who attacked us, but… he doesn’t like bullies, you see?”

True. “Yes, there’s no need for it. Even if we were enemies set to invade Mount Atago, you fought your hardest. If the merit of an action is only measured by whether you win or lose, then almost nothing anyone ever does is worthwhile.”

“Fool.” Fungbō snorted, clamping the manacle to his wrist, looking down at it, irritated. “These is no merit in defeat. As protectors of Mount Atago, the Tengu and the Sacred Flame, defeat is the death of all we are sworn to guard, and a disgrace to Great Tarōbō.”

“Yes, you do not carry the weight we do.” Shungbō agreed, also affixing the manacle, the set of his wings showing his distaste. “Do not speak of matters you fail to understand. Besides…” His head tilted, and even though we were similar heights, the set of his crimson, long-nosed mask was such he seemed to be looking down on me. “This is a matter for Tengu, for the Four Directions, of… family.” His tone was disgusted. “You spoke of your sister, would you welcome others meddling in your affairs?”

“If I was being a total prick, then damn right I’d want someone to step in and tell me to stop. But…” I glanced over at Haanōbō, her face hidden, and shrugged, chains clinking. “…perhaps it’s those cultural differences again. Personally, I see nothing wrong with her face, she was cute enough. But I know the Fae do worry about half-breeds and things like that so it’s not a stretch for Yōkai to have their own issues… if victory and defeat matter so much, well, you’d better beat me then.” My grin was vicious.

As I heard Kana cheerily telling Haanōbō and Daiyu that I was surprisingly aggressive when it came to certain matters, Tarōbō slammed down his staff, and suddenly the arena darkened, my vision obscured, only brief flashes visible where the flickering braziers cast their dim, ominous glows.

“The rift is dark and cramped, quite unlike the skies around Mount Atago, where our Tengu can battle with impunity… or so I would have said.” Tarōbō declared, and I couldn’t see outside the small arena, but I imagined Haanōbō was flinching again, as the words seemed to jab at her. Though the tone has improved. Tarōbō seems less angry at her for her defeat now. And after these two…

“While we can see within, the darkness oppresses. Our opponents are not simply the poor corrupted dead, the fragments of spirits drawn in and tortured with these flames, but… darkness, fear, paranoia. So those who have the strength to face their fears, and the belief to defend Mount Atago and our brethren, test yourselves in this arena. But first… we will see if words are truth, or if confidence is in fact recklessness. Shungbō of the Summer South, Fungbō of the Autumn West, you will brave the darkness, as the Four Directions, proud inheritors of my will. But first… you must face your own fears, against this outsider who defeated Haanōbō of the Winter North, and now takes up her cause.”

I’m not exactly doing that, but I’ll keep that to myself. Getting Mount Atago onside offers a great many opportunities. Perhaps we could even recruit Tengu from the Barracks then, after some upgrades. Having flying troops would be a huge tactical advantage, especially coupled with some of the fruits of Mortal Engineering…

“Great Tarōbō, I will not lose.” Fungbō swore, having resolved himself. “By Byakko, my metal will crush him and his insolent words under my feet and trample him to the ground. Not that a flightless being who crawls on the earth will know what great shame that is, that he inflicted upon our sister. If you are concerned for her, you should have died obediently under her water, or else retreated, leaving Mount Atago to us, as it has been for millennia!”

“I too will do you proud, Great Tarōbō.” Shungbō promised. “My fires will burn him to ashes, Suzaku will witness my flames triumphing this time.” he paused to address me then. “I will not trample you, for you have proved your own flames have merit. But your arrogance must be punished, as must be the insults to us. We need no aid from outsiders, and I will show Great Tarōbō this!”

“I see. Good luck with that.” My Eye glowed, and I could pierce the gloom. Originally, I thought it was darkness element creating the arena, but I was wrong. I suppose it makes sense. Light and darkness are fairly interchangeable. “For me… I was always ordinary, but ever since the early days when I was starting with nothing but a few Appraisal Skills and a bit of advice and guidance, I realised that I couldn’t do everything alone, and having allies and friends is better than going solo. But I’m getting more selective about just who I’m friends with. I hope after this we can resolve all these issues and work together. So, shall we start?” I gestured with my hands, beckoning the two Tengu towards me.

Flames were burning over the head of Shungbō, piercing the darkness. “The time for talk has passed! Summer Blaze, Suzaku’s Breath!” Since the chains limited our movement range to just three metres, and I was locked by both arms, making it harder for me to evade, simulating the conditions that must have been inside the dungeon, evading was clearly going to be impractical. Flames blazed from his mouth under the mask, a yellow and red tide. Fungbō squawked, also in the blast radius, and the sheen of metal covered his body, flames scattering.

I countered with wind element, the olivine glow making Shungbō snort with disdain. “Your wind will merely fuel my flames!” he scoffed, only to twitch in surprise as the majority of his flames winked out, as they fell into the vacuum I created. Some flames still passed through, scorching me, but it was merely a few superficial burns.

“What? How?” he protested, and I didn’t feel the need to answer. I was suddenly assailed by dozens of spear-like metal blasts from my flank, but my expanded vision saw them coming. I tried to bat them aside with my free hand, only for Fungbō to pull on his chain. The momentary pause allowed several to strike me, before my strength overpowered his and I struck the others away. I don’t feel like explaining how vacuums work. It’s been a while since I used this trick. Prominence Dusk would have been easier but…

“Wretched wingless fool…” Fungbō growled, as I yanked him off balance, his next volley of metal blades missing me. The few that had hit drew blood, but that was all, some cuts and bruising that Ether Healing would rapidly fix. “…and watch your flames, Summer South, I was almost burned!”

“I have no time for caution!” he cried back, as I moved towards him. He tried to back up, flames bombarding the area, wings flapping, but then the chain binding us went taut, and he found himself flying back towards me, eyes wide behind his mask. Flames cascaded all around me, and I sheathed myself in earth element this time, deflecting the worst of it.

“This… you…” Jerked off-balance too, flames scattered from Fungbō’s metal skin. “Useless! It is up to me. Great Tarōbō, I will not lose!” A surge of golden energies streaked with red and yellow flashed, and suddenly I grimaced, hurt for the first time. Shit, that… isn’t good… metal element shone on the shackles around my wrists, the metal contorting, digging into my flesh, spiked blades growing out of the inside of the cuffs, piercing even my defences, flesh tearing, blood scattering, bone grating.

“Fungbō, this is not fair.” Shungbō cried out, shocked, and his movements slowed. I’m already taking you down, sorry… Earth element surged, forging a club from the ground, and I swung it. Shungbō may have been caught off-balance by his inability to fly, but he was still no fool, and my stony mace was melted by a blazing wave of heat. A shame my fists are good enough. One punch slammed into his face, cracking his mask, and with a squawk, he stumbled back, unused to melee combat. I tugged on his chain, trying to ignore the agony of having my wrists crushed and nearly severed, and as he flew down at me I switched to a Tsumura Arts stance, and my next blow drove him head-first into the ground, feathers scattering, and my foot slammed down on his back.

“One down. Now you…” I growled. Foehn formed a thin line, and the shackle binding me to the defeated Shungbō was sliced off, falling free. That didn’t stop the metal element and the digging thorns of blackened iron that were still causing me damage, but it offered me more freedom.

“Fungbō, the shackles are not weapons…” Tarōbō warned, and Fungbō snarled, annoyed, even forgetting he was talking to his father, as he saw his brother shaking his head, trying to clear his daze, still under my boot. My rather nice boots that were a treasure from London, in fact. At least he’s being trampled in style…

“They are! Victory is everything! I will not let us be laughed at, mocked and insulted! Not by outsiders!”

In the flickering darkness, Fungbō elongated the chain, stretching it to a greater distance, while the one I had cut free whipped at me, growing cruel barbs. I leapt, calling on earth missiles to counter his metal, though metal won out. The injuries the impacts inflicted were nothing compared to what was happening in my wrists, so I activated Body Enhancement, and Spirit Water surged inside me, trying to force out the foreign contamination, golden, red and yellow energies sizzling free from my flesh.

“This isn’t just a contest between us, is it?” He dodged my blow by snapping the chain, flapping up, reaching a height of some thirty metres, leaving the prepared arena entirely. As I looked up, my words taunting, he sneered.

“No, it is not. We must cleanse the Flame. But we do not need you for that!” The fallen chains snaked out towards me, and I called on Foehn as they struck at me. Metal burned, white and red droplets scattering, scorching my skin. Metal chunks and spikes, greater in scale than before, rained down on me, and he crowed triumphantly. “Your flames are strong, stronger than Summer South…” Shungbō groaned at that, as he picked himself up off the ground, his mask cracked and parts flaking off.

“…but I will not grub on the ground like a worm! Here in the skies, what can you do? I am untouchable!”

“You think so?” I smashed away the projectiles, some burning to molten slag, others cut apart by blades of wind. “Seems to me you can’t fly inside the dungeon, that’s the point of this…” I winced as even the molten metal was coming under his control now, though it was clumsy and slow, tentacles of liquid metal whipping at me, which I dodged, slicing them apart with fine threads of wind.

“My metal is invincible! Arangbō was right, Byakko would weep to see how arrogant you are. There is nothing to be…” he paused, suddenly confused as I vanished in a spray of deep indigo energies. “…frightened…” I appeared above him, Void Motion taking me out of the blazing arena. “…of.” His final word was punctuated by the impact of all the strength I could muster, focusing light element into a single explosive burst of energy. Metal shattered, and blood bloomed, followed by the sound of scorching flesh, the stench joining that of burned metal and earth.

“I see…” Shungbō groaned, holding his broken mask together as best he could, as he watched us from below, defeated. “Your efforts…”

“Bottomless Swamp!” I recycled the move name I had created without much thought all those weeks ago, and I flared ruby, my energies sinking into the ground, churning it into a viscous mud, which was heated by the flames around us until it looked like a mudpot fumarole. Fungbō was clutching at the burned wound pierced through his torso, silver and red blood dripping from the hole, though only a trickle was between his fingers as the heat of the laser had cauterised his flesh.

I missed your vitals on purpose. I’m not trying to do you harm, unlike you… I used Spirit Water and wind element to dig out the metallic thorns now that his control over them was momentarily disrupted, and they popped out from my flesh in a painful, gory shower. Mere seconds later, Fungbō slammed into the hot mud and squealed as I slammed my foot down into his head, pressing him down. It’s shallow. I’m only making a point…

Metal energy surged, spikes growing from his skin, but I ignored the discomfort of that, only stamping down harder. I turned to glare at Shungbō, and he merely nodded, conceding defeat, and as his brother thrashed around feebly, Tarōbō slammed down his staff.

“This farce is over.” he boomed, and everyone could hear his displeasure. “Stand down.”

“Fine.” I dragged Fungbō out of the mud, my lips quirking into a smile as he was absolutely caked in gloopy muck, his mask’s nose shattered, his wings missing a number of feathers and his white robes a burned, soiled mess. Tossing him face first to the ground again, I faced off against Tarōbō. I could feel my anger starting to diminish, aether being pulled from me, and I held my ground, the flow stopping, before my Resilience kicked in and I sighed.

“I don’t think that was how these challenges were supposed to go, no?”

“Indeed.” Tarōbō agreed, frustrated. Arangbō looked at him meaningfully, and he nodded, producing a mask from his yellow-gold robes, which he handed to him. “The point has been made.”

“I am ashamed of my loss, Great Tarōbō…” Shungbō grovelled hastily, dipping his head and his wings. “But I maintained the rules of the challenge…” he glanced sideways at his fallen brother. Meanwhile, Arangbō approached Haanōbō and handed her the mask.

“Wear it, Haanōbō of the Winter North. Sister. We can hardly strip three of the Four Directions of their masks, can we?” She took it in trembling hands, and Kana muttered that it was hardly fair that the others didn’t share her humiliation. Haanōbō hesitated, her golden-yellow eyes staring at the mask for what seemed a very long moment, before she placed it on her face, pushing her violet hair back.

“Four.” she spoke, and Arangbō tilted his head, confused.

“Four.” she repeated. “Your mask would be taken too.”

Arangbō froze for a moment, before he burst out with great peals of loud laughter, genuinely amused. “I see you still hold a grudge, sister. As well you might. I was… unkind.”

“You certainly were.” Kana sniffed. “A brother should be supportive. I’m an only child, but… if I had an older brother, I’d rather have one like Akio than you.”

“Your words sting, girl.” he conceded, before turning back to his sister. “Four, you say? He is strong, I admit it. And Fungbō was worthless, profaning the ideals of the challenge in front of us all. But I am not so weak as to be easily defeated. Yet…” he allowed. “…I do consider it no shame to lose to him. Stand proud, Haanōbō of the Winter North. Genbu will be thankful it is not Fungbō who represents him.”

“How dare you…” the filthy, wounded Fungbō snarled, only for Arangbō to gesture, and vines tore from the ground, entangling him.

“I dare, you fool. Yes, I too wished to show our visitor that he needs to be more mannerly. But above all…” The vines tightened, and his brother squawked, some more feathers drifting free. “…these trials are without weapons for a reason.” He nodded at the staff Fungbō had relinquished before the match. “This is a trial to select the brave and the skilled to cleanse the corruption of our charge, the Sacred Flame! Trying to maim those that would fight it, weaken our chances, that goes against the very essence of it!”

“He is not one of us…” Fungbō spat, and it was Shungbō who spoke. He had cleansed his damaged mask with flame, hands covering the bare, exposed flesh beneath.

“Great Tarōbō declared that he and his party who passed the challenges would participate. We were tasked to see if his words were arrogance. I tasted the earth, brother. Though I did not bathe in it repeatedly as you did.” He couldn’t resist a dig at Fungbō, perhaps happy he was able to still look down on someone despite his ignominious defeat.

“Yeah, that’s why I pulled my blow.” I agreed, holding in my temper. “But bear in mind, if I aimed a bit to the side, your tin armour wouldn’t have protected you.” I flourished my wrists, which were in the process of recovering, flesh and muscle regenerating under my Ether Healing. “Because diminishing our fighting strength before a dangerous expedition is the act of an idiot. At least Haanōbō had the valid excuse she was trying to protect your Territory, even if she should have asked some questions before attacking without warning.” I turned to Arangbō then. “I hope when we duel, it’ll be in the spirit of what Tarōbō intended.”

“Of course.” he nodded. “But you had a hard…” he paused, and Shungbō’s wings dipped in embarrassment. “…a battle.” he corrected. “Rest, I would not have you say I defeated you when you were not at your best. Besides…”

“Yes, let the final challenge take place properly.” I agreed with a wry grin, and Tarōbō consented, his staff hammering down, drawing all eyes…
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“They aren’t bad…” I observed to Daiyu, who was watching the challengers with interest, her own challenge next. The two Tengu, bound together by chains, were fumbling in the dark, trying to subdue each other. “But it seems that the trial here isn’t pure combat, but perception and bravery.”

“Yes, you are correct. A cowardly Dragon will fall to a determined snake.” Daiyu quoted piously. “Nothing is more ruinous to a battlefield than cowardice. It spreads like poison. And…” Her black eyes narrowed as she watched one Tengu get the upper hand, twisting the arm of his fellow savagely. “…from the effort Tarōbō has put in to obscure vision and keep the challengers in close quarters, preventing much movement, I can only surmise this rift he speaks of is a dark, confined place. Ideal to weaken resolve.”

“It is.” Haanōbō agreed. She was still sitting with our group, but now she was masked again, her posture was more relaxed and confident, her voice no longer a shy whisper. I had actually given her and her brothers Ether Healing, though a small part of me still wished to leave Fungbō to suffer for a bit, repent of his actions, but that was merely my petty side speaking. The important thing is the alliance, and cleansing the flame so Haru-san and Chen Na aren’t at risk in Kyoto. Speaking of…

“I have seen it.” she continued. “Twisting narrow paths, as if dug into the mountain, yet they are not in Mount Atago. Great Tarōbō did try and breach some of the tunnels, knowing where it should be, but all that was left after his great working of the earth was a dark hole, empty and useless.”

“Yeah, it’ll be down to the spatial element. Creating our own dungeons and pocket spaces would have endless uses, just like Arisu-san’s room, but… that’s far beyond us for now.” Following up on my earlier thought, I put together our party. “So, everyone’s passed a challenge except for Yasaka-san and Prince Shōtoku. That’s fine.”

“Yes, I am no warrior, as I sadly proved in the invasion that took the life of noble Tsukiko-sama.” the Prince agreed sadly. “And I would be better served as an emissary, imparting my wisdom.”

“I’m not going in there.” Yasaka-san insisted. “I’m an old, tired man. I’ll leave the combat and danger to you younger kids.”

“That’s hardly the case. With the Levels you’ve been gaining and the Divine Favour, you’re healthy as a man in his twenties.” I assured him. “But yeah, I don’t want to risk you. I’ll have plenty of questions for you too, the better prepared we are the happier I’ll be. As for not wanting to risk people…” I turned my gaze to Motoko and Natsumi.

“I understand. We wished to take part in these battles too, but with what they are testing…” Motoko shook her head. “Our senses are keen, but we cannot fight in near-darkness easily.”

“But that won’t be a problem, since we’re with you all.” Natsumi suggested, looking at us. “You can conjure light in a number of ways. And while it might be dangerous… we have to take some risks to grow. We can retreat if things take a turn for the worse.”

“That’s right. With Chen Na here for protection, if you are determined to go, I can allow it. But if the dangers grow too great, only those of us who have the best chances will continue. I cherish you both too much to risk you carelessly.” As they blushed, touched by my concern, I addressed the rest of my companions. “That goes for you all. But this alliance is important, so we need to do our best.”

Bell agreed, saying that a warrior needed to judge her limits, and yet push them where she could, and that a leader had to know when to risk others and when not to. I agree. It’d be easy to wrap them in cotton wool, keep them out of danger, but then they won’t grow. But then, recklessness is bad too, as Kyoto proved… it’s a hard line to walk, which is why Chen Na and Yasaka-san can play their part in gathering knowledge and protection in emergencies.

As the winner was declared, and it was time for Daiyu to step up, she addressed Motoko and Natsumi in her slightly halting Japanese. “The ability to perceive dangers and opponents is… fundamental… yes, fundamental. When you learn the basics of Qi Refining, using Qi to sense those around you will be the first thing I teach you.”

As Motoko and Natsumi thanked her, Haru-san turned to me. “So, Akio-kun. Are we precious to you too?” Her smile was teasing, and it seemed that one of the barriers between us had finally broken. That’s good. If she can grow more comfortable around men, she can finally regain what she lost, her normal life.

“Of course. I cherish my friends and allies.”

“And your new sister.” Kana teased, before addressing the Tengu beside her. “Just Arangbō to go, and I can’t see him beating Akio. How does it feel, to be won in a duel?”

“Please, stop.” Haanōbō dipped her white wings. “I fear there has been a dreadful misunderstanding somewhere. Still…” she touched her mask tenderly. “...I do thank you for redeeming my honour. You had little cause to.”

“Nope, as a huge siscon, I’d say he had cause enough. Now, let’s watch Daiyu do her thing.” Kana joked, and we all looked on as she was shackled to her opponent, a powerful-looking Tengu only a bit smaller than Arangbō, who dwarfed her. “He’s a big one. I’d worry for Daiyu, she’s a dainty girl, but I’ve seen her in action, so…”

“Indeed. She will strike first and fast.” Motoko predicted.

“Using her speed and skills to defeat her larger opponent quickly before greater stamina tells?” Natsumi mused, and Motoko agreed.

“Yes, it is what I would do. But…” Motoko glanced at me, and I nodded.

“That only holds true if we discount the Divine Favour and Daiyu’s gains. I doubt she’s going to be bullied in there.” As if to prove my words true, Daiyu clashed with her opponent, moving quickly just as Motoko predicted, but her strength was pushing the Tengu back. The manacle was hampering her usual stance, but her free palm was constantly darting out, and the Tengu was desperately fending her off, each blow making his eyes narrow in pain even as he parried as best he could.

“That’s the advantage we have.” Kana crowed, puffing out her chest proudly. “Oh, sorry.” She smiled sadly at Motoko and Natsumi, momentarily forgetting they didn’t have Divine Favours. “Even without one, you can grow thanks to Lovers’ Link, and if you ask me, I’m sure Akio has plans to find you suitable Favours.”

“It would certainly be preferable than giving one to Ginneka, but… compatibility is key.” I sighed. “I doubt either of you are suitable for the Favour Nie Ling holds either.”

“Just what do you speak of?” Haanōbō asked, and while we talked the Tengu fighting Daiyu had lost his patience and yanked on the chain, using his size and strength to hopefully throw her off-balance and drag her into his grasp. Good luck with that, I doubt it’ll work out how you wish…

I was proved right as Daiyu held the chain taut while the Tengu strained, then used his own momentum to leap at him, and her fist shattered his defences, knocking him out in a single blow. She landed beside him, dusting off her clothes daintily, before unchaining herself and bowing to Tarōbō, walking out of the ring.

“The power of the Kami, the Gods.” Kana smiled. “Akio possesses it, as does Daiyu and me. Those too.” Haru-san inclined her head, while Chen Na remained silent and Yasaka-san grumbled inaudibly. “It’s rare, but even without it, you’ve seen how skilled Motoko and Natsumi are.”

“That is thanks to Akio.” Motoko declared. “Kana is correct, he can share his power with those he chooses.”

“No, it’s also down to your hard work and dedication. I love seeing people try their best. It’s sexy.” I smiled, and Motoko flushed, Natsumi taking up the conversation.

“It is attractive, seeing us in sweaty hakama, the cloth faintly transparent and sticking to our skin, our bodies flushed…” she teased, Haanōbō rather confused. Bell chimed in that she could be sexy too, loosening a few laces on her shirt as she practised the bow, and I rolled my eyes.

“Now I know you’ve all been talking to Shaeula or Shiro to joke like that. You’re not wrong though…” I agreed, changing the subject. “Daiyu, good match. Not that we ever doubted you.”

Daiyu nodded elegantly. “Yes, a better, fairer challenge would be you…” she nodded again at Haanōbō. “Or one of your brothers, but…” As more Tengu entered the arena, Arangbō came sauntering over, as arrogant as ever.

“Good fight.” he boomed at Daiyu, who inclined her head yet again at the compliment. “I am confident that we can succeed in defeating our enemies. But first...” he addressed me. “…our challenge awaits. Yet…” he flexed his massive biceps, wings spreading, blocking the light. “…we know what we face in the rifts, and our courage is not so weak as to be affected by a little darkness or lack of room to swing a weapon.”

I nodded at that. “That’s true. So what do you suggest?”

“Simple. Since my precious sister is on the line…” Haanōbō jolted at his amused teasing. “…we should fight at our best. No weakling can tame one of the Four Directions.”

“Again, I feel I have been greatly misunderstood…” she protested, but her brother ignored her.

“I’m happy enough with that.” I agreed, flexing my Healed wrists. “It’ll be good to work the kinks out.”

“Excellent. Then we shall do battle once the final challenge has concluded.” He then turned to his sister. “Will you wish me good fortune, Haanōbō of the Winter North?”

She paused, before letting out a long sigh. “Your disdain hurt me, Arangbō of the Spring East. I felt my heart would break. Yet…” she turned her masked face towards the flame at the centre of the mountain temple. “…were it Shungbō, Fungbō or even you that was defeated, I perhaps would have been unkind as well. So… I forgive you. As for good fortune…” she stared at us both, golden-yellow eyes moving between us. “…I wish you luck in battle, brother. And you, who defended my pride. I wish you good fortune as well. May Genbu smile on the winner, and the loser be treated with dignity.”

Arangbō laughed at that, clapping me on the back solidly. “It seems Haanōbō has chosen not to decide. How very… winter-like. She is as cold as the northern snows. If a miracle happens and you beat me, you will have your hands full with her. But win or lose, I shall not end up in such a sorry state as Fungbō, will I?”

I shook my head. “No, he had it coming. If you act honourably, I’ll offer you the same courtesy.”

“Excellent. Then…” He sat down with our group, watching as two more Tengu joined in battle, chains rattling as they jockeyed for position. “…we may as well enjoy the brief moment of calm, before you face my spring storms…”


Four Hundred And Twelve


Arangbō reached out, grasping a massive, thick wooden staff, both ends tipped with blackened metal that was covered in small bumps. It resembled a giant version of Fungbō’s staff, except there were no rings attached. This one looked crude and brutal, a pure weapon, rather than elegant. On seeing my gaze, Arangbō laughed.

“This staff of mine has crushed many skulls over the long years, many enemies of Mount Atago and Great Tarōbō. Fear not, I have no intention of killing you. But as the Spring East, he who carries the will of Seiryū, I can hardly let you triumph without a fight. Besides…” I could tell he was grinning beneath his mask, his eyes narrowed with amusement as he glanced at Haanōbō, who was covering herself with her hair, even now there was no need. “…as a brother, how can I let you steal away my sister without seeing what kind of man you truly are?”

“Okay, that line was kind of cool.” Kana giggled. “The worst thing is, I can see you saying exactly the same to whoever asks out Aiko-chan, Akio! You’d like to crush his skull too, I bet! Maybe the two of you are more alike than you thought?”

“Any husband for Aiko-san must be a warrior.” Motoko insisted stoutly. “She is like us, she loves her bow. Her Kyūdō is quite beautiful. To waste that on a man who has no skills, no bravery… even if Akio allowed it, I surely would not! I am her family too.”

“That’s bold…” Kana giggled, and as Natsumi joined in, I frowned. I met Haru-san’s eyes, and she merely smiled, shrugging, as if to say it couldn’t be helped. True. I suppose I should be thankful that everybody is getting along, and my sis having more close friends and sisters is a good thing. She’ll be in Tokyo soon with the rest of my family… that’ll be interesting, if a bit nerve-wracking…

“I’m not planning on taking her away. I can see that the situation was unusual…” I began, and Haanōbō squawked out a few annoyed words.

“I keep telling everyone, a mistake is being made here…”

Arangbō ignored his sister, booming a laugh, swinging his staff. “Yes, your intervention has been unexpected. But I feel the prickling of fate at work. The Flame must not fall, we have guarded Mount Atago too long to let it be corrupted. So we shall accept your aid. That comes above our pride. Pride is for the strong.” He glanced at his brothers, a mocking sneer in his voice. “Not for those who have drowned in the mud.”

Fungbō growled at that, but said nothing, merely staring at me hatefully. He’ll get over it. If he doesn’t, I’m more than happy to beat the anger out of him again…

“Like I said before, me winning doesn’t mean they are weak. I’m simply strong. As you’ll find out.” I took a Tsumura Arts stance, my centre of balance sturdy yet flexible. We weren’t using the prepared arena, since this was a battle to showcase all of Arangbō’s strength. Seeing me readying myself, he chortled happily.

“Yes, you are. But defeat is still defeat. Let your tears over your opponent being stronger bring back the dead lost to weakness. Can they? Excuses never wash out blood.”

At his harsh words, I glanced at the spirit-light of Tsukiko-san. It was getting brighter hour by hour, since it no longer had to share the flow with Ginneka. The dull light of Kinneka was also orbiting me, but it was only receiving a trickle until I had bound Ginneka with my Throne to be safe. And work out how to block any voyeurism.

“No, you’re right. I apologise.” I nodded to him, surprising the massive Tengu. “I’ve lost those I should have been strong enough to protect. But… even so, it doesn’t change the fact that there is always a new limit, a sky beyond the sky, as Daiyu might say.” She smiled faintly at that quip, and I continued. “Even in defeat, I believe that the hard work that went into trying to avert it matters. And I hope…” I remembered Mine-san, the dead trainees, those killed in Kyoto when Nie Ling pulled them into the Boundary and more… “...that the dead find peace knowing we did our best.”

“I see.” Arangbō rumbled. “That is your philosophy, is it? Well then…” He swung his huge staff effortlessly, it whistling through the air menacingly. “…we shall see whether my strength can overcome yours. Are you not drawing your sword?” he asked me, eyeing it on my back, and I shrugged.

“I hope not to need it. It’s a tool for killing, and this isn’t a battle, but a duel.”

“I see. Bold words. But I agree. I shall only break a few bones.” Arangbō chortled happily. He turned to his father. “Great Tarōbō, I, the Spring East of your Four Directions, and oldest surviving child… I will prove that I am worthy to lead!”

Tarōbō stared at him, his yellow robes covered in ruby letters and sigils a match to the crimson mask he wore that was chased with gold. The jewel shining in the Staff Of Muted Desires flickered a little, giving off rays of brilliant light, illuminating him, and all eyes were upon him as we waited for his response. “Very well, my son…” he spoke solemnly. “Clash your wills and strengths, prove whose ideals burn the brightest. Begin!”

Even as the word left the Tengu’s mouth, Arangbō was rushing at me, wings propelling him forwards. He was fast, but not possessing my more balanced attributes, so I could easily react. I dodged the sweep of his staff, which blasted a crater in the ground, showering the onlookers with dirt and debris. He grunted, whipping his staff around surprisingly gracefully, and I blocked the blow, arms crossed, wanting to test his strength. The impact jolted my body, and my bones creaked, but I held my ground, surprising him. Not bad. A bit weaker than Grulgor, on a par Might-wise with Ulfuric. But… he doesn’t have Ulfuric’s impeccable skills…

Seeing my grin, Arangbō let out a laugh. “Not bad. But I am just getting started!” A flurry of blows from his staff came at me from all angles, and even though I was several times faster than him, it was impossible to dodge them all. My hands, remembering the earlier training I had done in martial arts from YouTube videos, coupled with Tsumura Arts, formed open palms, deflecting most of the thrusts and swings. Those that I couldn’t repel I took on areas of my body that were the least vital, and Ether Healing quickly took care of those modest injuries.

“You are strong… but strength alone won’t do.” I caught his staff, impact stinging my palms, and he grunted, trying to pull it free. I let Body Enhancement surge, and suddenly he was unable to keep his grip on the staff, despite his great brawn. As I tore it free, he leapt backwards, wings spreading, and he let out a cry.

“Seiryū, Lord Of Spring, Master Of Wood…” he cut his chant short as I hurled the staff at him like a javelin. He caught it, though he was unable to arrest the momentum and one of the metal ends slammed into his shoulder, numbing his wing, and he dropped to the earth. Even so, he cried out the end of his chant. “Saikou Aokigahara!”

Greatest sea of trees, huh? The stony ground around us burst into life, great bark-covered vines ripping free in their dozens, converging on me in a scattering of brown energies. My thoughts were running fast, and I felt a little dizzy, as in the moment I was also just leaving a late-night meeting with Hinata, and the dichotomy in places and temporal flows was jarring.

“I am not the most skilled with the use of the elements.” Arangbō admitted, as the vines surged towards me like a tidal wave of wood and greenery. “But when it comes to sheer power…”

“Power is good…” I agreed, my own surge of wood element responding. Vines sprouted, grabbing and snaring some of the incoming tendrils, slowing them, but it was insufficient to halt the attack.

“You have it too? Interesting. Fire, wind, earth, now this… but you are too weak!” Arangbō crowed.

“True.” He halted for a moment, stunned, as all of the vines around me fell, sliced apart, and Storming Moonlight was gleaming in my hands, wind and lightning wreathing the blade. “I need to practise it more. But if Hyacinth was here, she’d show you what wood element can really do…”

“Impressive.” Bell muttered, as the girls were cheering me on with great vigour, their excitement spiking. “Your movements are certainly fast, no doubt about that.”

“So, you drew your sword…” Arangbō flourished his staff. More vines rolled down towards me, blotting out the skies and the crowds, only for them to fall apart, a cage of wind threads around me cutting through them like a buzzsaw.

“Yes, though I have other ways to cut. But I’m trying to practice. Round two then?” I cracked my neck, acting cool because I was trying to show the Tengu I was worth an alliance. And I suppose I do want to show off in front of the girls…

“Why not?” Arangbō laughed, and his staff met my sword, the impact making him take a step back. Flustered, not used to being outmatched in terms of sheer muscle, he swung again. I see. I parried, and swept my blade down. Blood bloomed, and his right arm was suddenly useless.

“A Tsumura Arts counter… did you see that, Motoko?” Natsumi giggled happily, and Motoko nodded, also excited.

“Yes, and so beautifully done too!” she praised. Daiyu, also watching, added her own insights.

“It is not merely just swordplay. It is similar to how a Sword Cultivator would use their whole body and Qi to strike. Perhaps your Arts hold more secrets than I expected…”

“That badgerkin Ulfuric would likely complain about the sloppiness of the footwork, it can still be greatly improved. Bad habits need training out, and with greater speed and strength, the easier it is to just let them slide until they are too deeply ingrained to shift. But I am impressed anew…” Bell giggled, adding her own shrewd insights and criticisms.

Even as the audience chattered amongst themselves, Arangbō was not defeated. Wood element surged, and vines twisted around his wounded arm, forcing it back into use. With an aggrieved snort, he brandished his staff, charging anew, a rain of long barbed thorns erupting from behind him and firing at me like a hail of bullets. Verdant wind energy flared from me, deflecting the thorns, and my sword clashed with his staff, only for me to duck inside his defences as he staggered, the flat edge of my blade slamming into his ribs. I then punched him in the head, shattering the nose of his mask, and he shook his head, momentarily dazed.

“Careful, you fool!” Shungbō shouted, and the words seemed to snap him out of his daze. With a grunt he swept backwards, wings opening, and soon he was in the air above me, looking down, his mask a wreck.

“I see I underestimated you. Maybe I am just as foolish as the others. In that respect, only Haanōbō has some excuse.” He nodded at her, and she dipped her wings, puzzled. “But no more.” I could see his mouth under the shattered mask, and though it was largely hidden by a thick beard, I could see it twitch into a grin.

“I saw you bring down Fungbō despite him being in the sky, so I shall not be complacent. But… try it if you can!” he roared, exultant. Vines burst from the ground, and I called on flame element, burning them as they swung at me. I vanished in a spray of purple spatial element, and Arangbō rolled, dodging my sudden sword stroke as he anticipated my moves. He grinned, flapping his wings as he glided back, and his staff suddenly elongated, flying at me, the metal head surrounded by a halo of wooden spikes.

“Are you a damn monkey now?” I complained, vanishing again. My Void Motion drained a significant amount of my spatial element, so I couldn’t keep it up for long, which I suspected Arangbō was banking on. Time to set up my finishing blow then… I was enjoying myself, originally I started the duels to soothe my conscience on Haanōbō’s treatment, but Arangbō, having seen my strength, was no longer treating her badly, so now it was a duel with lesser yet still important stakes. Wind element surged from me, as well as some earth element, which was far harder to control at this altitude. Haanōbō looked up as her feathers rustled in the sudden breeze. Perhaps she remembers…

“How long can you keep this up?” Arangbō laughed, flying higher. I teleported, and as I emerged I hurled some water bullets at him. He spun his staff, deflecting them, though he did take some painful hits, blood scattering, but he was rather durable too, ignoring the falling droplets and scattered feathers. For around a minute we continued to clash, and I came out better in each collision, Arangbō starting to look rather ragged, but as I landed on the ground, he was high above me, staff poised.

“I am of the sky, you are of the ground.” he called. “I mean no offence, that is simply the difference between us. You may enter the sky, touch it, but you will never command it. Now, you can do nothing to me, so I suggest you concede.” He held his staff and channelled wood element, the heavy rod growing until it was the size of a tree-trunk, a veritable battering ram.

You think? Just as I thought that, a smile forming on my face, Haanōbō sighed loudly. “Brother, look up.” she called, and as Arangbō craned his neck, his eyes widened at the swirling mass of wind element shining emerald above him. He barely had time to move before it slammed down on him, driving him lower towards the ground. Roaring, he used his staff to block the worst, flecks of wood shaving off in the storm of boiling winds, and as he beat his wings frantically, managing to stabilise himself a dozen metres overhead, I spoke.

“Jupiter Descending…” I raised my hand, and the aether and earth element I had been deploying was released, and from behind the jade torrent, hidden from view, a conjured boulder dropped. “…Io Falls!”

Arangbō, already off-balance from the wind, raised his staff, and it extended, slamming into the rock, shattering it with great effort. As he was pelted with debris, he grinned. “You will need harder fists than that little pebble to stop me…”

“Oh will I?” Void Motion surged, and this time my punches struck the base of his wings, numbing them. He yelped, slamming into the ground and I landed beside him, sword drawn, bared blade at his throat. “My fists hit plenty hard, trust me.” When it isn’t Grulgor as the projectile, Io Falls lacks impact, I admit it…

Arangbō looked up, but feeling the sting of cold metal on his neck, he waved a hand in surrender. “It seems so. I ache. But it was a good battle…”

“I thought defeat was never acceptable?” I sneered meanly, and he barked a laugh.

“Throwing my own words back at me? It seems you have proved a point. I surrender.”

As he did so, Fungbō shouted out a curse. “Useless! You mocked me, and now you grub in the dirt just as I did!” He spat some sticky phlegm on the earth, disgruntled.

“Hardly like you did. You did not just grub in the mud, you bathed in it, my brother.” Arangbō scoffed as he staggered to his feet. “I merely tasted it.”

I didn’t see the need to trample on Arangbō like the others, I had made my point, so as he rose, I stepped aside as he waved his wings, face twisted under his broken mask at the pain he still felt. “Great Tarōbō, I fear all of your children have been defeated. I would dread it was an ill omen, yet…” he glanced at the yellow-clad Tengu ruler, who nodded. Slamming his staff on the ground again, he spoke grandly.

“The challenges are concluded. Our champions are known. But these trials have been greatly tiring, so before you brave the rifts, rejoice. There will be more feasting and celebrations, libations to the Sacred Flame!” As the Tengu around us cheered, I exchanged a glance with Haru-san, who giggled softly, amused. Yeah, more feasting… these Tengu sure do like to eat and drink…

That thought left my mind, when he turned to Haanōbō, his voice softening. “Daughter. Haanōbō of the Winter North, she who praises Genbu… go to him. Your brothers lie defeated, and as promised, you are now his.” he paused. “It seems you chose, so I wish you happiness.”

Huh, what? Haanōbō seemed as confused as me, and more frustrated, as her white wings flapped angrily, and she called out loudly. “I keep telling everyone I am being misunderstood! I am a Tengu of Mount Atago, and one of the Four Directions, I have no wish to leave!”

“But you showed him your bare face, sister.” Arangbō explained, puzzled. “Why else would you carry such shame, unless you thought he was one you would share all with?”

“Are you an idiot? No, I know you are…” she cried, frustrated. “I was already shamed beyond all reason. The three of you, rather, the other Tengu, all were looking at me as if I was a worthless woman, the sky denied to me. I felt that no further shame could worsen the feeling in my heart. It was not… not… not that!” Her little exposed skin was flushed, and I fancied even her white feathers were lightly pink, though that might have been a trick of the light. “He was kind to me, despite crushing my dignity, so… it was cathartic!”

“I see.” Tarōbō paused. “But it is too late. To the victor, the spoils.” He observed his crystal, glowing brilliantly. “Were I to break faith, most of this power would be wasted. We need it for our battle ahead. Besides, it is far from unusual for a man to battle brothers and fathers to steal a bride. And battle he did… at least you know he is a strong man, daughter. Not a Tengu, but powerful. If he was a mere human, I would never allow it, but he seems to be a Kami like Shōtoku, though I have never heard of him. A new one, perhaps…”

“He was a human until recently.” the Prince spoke up. “But now he is a spiritual being, with a lifespan equal to any, I am sure. There will be no sad tale of bitter partings due to advancing age.”

I thought you were supporting Tsukiko-san, you traitor? “You’re not helping.” I hissed at the Prince, while Kana was laughing loudly, muttering that Eri was going to be furious. Turning to Tarōbō, I spoke courteously. “I too think there has been a misunderstanding. Yes, I challenged to win Haanōbō, but only as a sister. And taking her as a sister doesn’t take away her existing brothers.” I surveyed them, and Fungbō looked away, still raging when our eyes met. “I merely wanted to stop her unfair treatment. Now you all see she did no worse than any of you… there is no need for more, and even if there was, I wouldn’t take her from her home. When we conclude our alliance, then my Territory is literally a stone’s throw from here.”

“Nonsense.” Arangbō laughed, vines having bound his injuries, forcing his numb wings to work. “Who under the Gods would fight so hard just for that? I can see why you might be taken with little Haanōbō, she is talented, and you saw her face and said she was… ah yes, cute. Even if we dismissed that, in our anger and shame that outsiders set foot on our mountain for the first time in a thousand years or more, we would be derided as cowards. Do not be shy…” he clapped me on the back. “...we should toast to your union! You seek alliance, what better way than tradition, a binding of family?”

“There is no way you can say yes to that, and then refuse us.” Bell giggled, also not helping. “Back me up here, my pupils. You would be delighted if I joined your family, wouldn't you? We could train together more, and I would smooth your path into the Way-Wardens as the first human members…”

“That does sound good.” Motoko agreed. “I never dreamed I could be a professional warrior, though the thought appeals. But we must grow stronger first.”

“That’s right!” Natsumi supported her. “If we aren’t, we’ll just make Akio worry. He won’t stop us following our dreams like a noble son would, but he’ll always think of us. It’s our duty as noble wives, taking the best parts of such a role, to make sure that he doesn’t feel bad, or have concerns about us and our safety and loyalty.”

“They’re a bit crazy, aren’t they Daiyu?” Kana was saying to her. “Me, I don’t exactly welcome more competition, but it’s hardly fair for me to say no, since I was last in. I may be many things, but I’m not that much of a hypocrite. I suppose there is one silver lining though.”

“Oh?” Daiyu asked, a bit puzzled by the situation.

“At least Akio can split himself in two. That means even adding another few, we’ll still be able to spend as much time with him as before, maybe even a bit more.” she giggled. “I’m not telling Eri though, someone else can do that…”

I listened to the girls talk nonsense, holding in a sigh. “Look, Haanōbō, you don’t want it, I wasn’t looking for it. I understand. I came in, humiliated you…”

“I hardly hate you.” she interrupted me, her tone frustrated. “You are a strong warrior, and you humbled my brothers when they looked down on me. And if you aid Great Tarōbō in cleansing the Sacred Flame, our charge… I would be deeply grateful. But everyone misunderstands us… this is not a story of great love from nothing.”

“Isn’t it? It sounds pretty romantic to me.” Haru-san remarked, surprising me. She’s the last person I’d expect to think about the romance of a situation. “It was a very fateful first meeting, wasn’t it?”

“I confess that is true.” Haanōbō nodded.

“But life isn’t a romantic comedy, even if your life seems like it sometimes, Akio-kun.” Haru-san giggled. “Haanōbō, I understand. But… you don’t hate him, it sounds like, or hold a grudge."

The Tengu shook her head, violet hair swaying along with her white wings. “No. Another intruder who I failed to defeat could easily have killed me, slain many Tengu, despoiled the mountain… instead you offer aid…” she paused. “...even if you do have your own motives. I have no hatred towards you.”

“Then the answer is simple. Just do what Akio originally planned. Be his adopted sister. He’s a siscon through and through, so he’d always be good to you. And he’s right. You can stay on the mountain. Sometimes we might request your assistance, but… family help each other, don't you think?” Haru-san looked at me and winked slyly, and I suddenly heard her thoughts.

It’s cute seeing you flustered. But really, the Tengu are right. Who would go to all this effort to gain a sister? It’s natural they think you had other motives. I would have thought so too, if I didn’t know better. But leave it to me, I know you want this alliance so we can access the flame element, I’ll steer things the right way.

“If both Haanōbō and Akio-kun say so, we should at least pretend to believe them.” Haru-san suggested professionally. “It doesn’t make a difference, does it? Besides, we have a more pressing matter.” She nodded meaningfully at the flame burning in the temple, and Tarōbō slammed down his staff.

“It seems so. I have no great understanding of what customs you outsiders have, but I believe you said you do not denigrate our customs, so we should respect yours. Haanōbō…” At her name being called, she twitched her wings.

“Yes, Great Tarōbō?”

“You shall be the liaison for our… guests. See to your brother…” Arangbō laughed at that, while Fungbō looked murderous, and Shungbō merely seemed resigned, by the set of his wings. “…and his needs. Serve him well. Yet never forget your honour as the Winter North.”

“I understand…” She bowed low, before turning back to me. “Brother…” the word crept from her lips, with a little resignation. “…we should rest. Your strength must have been depleted by your battles. I would not have you perish inside the rifts due to exhaustion.”

“See that? He smiled when she said brother!” Kana laughed uproariously. “Aiko-chan is going to be mad too!”

Ignoring her, I turned to Motoko and Natsumi. “It looks like you’ll be missing some school. Is that fine?” I asked, and they said that their parents and the Three Grandfathers had said they could prioritise our tasks. I see. Hopefully we can wrap it up before too much time passes on the Material, but… judging by the attitudes of the Tengu, this was no simple little dungeon…
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“I’m jealous, you know.” Hinata was saying, snuggled into my embrace in the back of the car. “Motoko and Natsumi are venturing into such an exciting place with you.”

“It’s not a date. It’ll be dangerous.” I chided, and she merely grinned, her usual teasing smile.

“You’ll protect them, I know that. But… I have my own role.” She grinned at the documents and her laptop. “We can get started as soon as the paperwork is filed for Nie Ling to be released into your custody, and that cat is able to enter our world. The Ministry is slowly conducting tests on ether depletion and exposure, but ideally if you can squeeze in some upgrades to the Connection Buildings sooner than later… we can’t be having our workers fall ill…” As she brainstormed, I grinned to match her smile, ruffling her hair, and I kissed her forehead softly. She blushed, brown eyes moist.

“Are Motoko and Natsumi showing you affection? They are quite shy.” she asked, and I nodded.

“That’s good.” she seemed relieved. “Us noble daughters are bad at that, and the more noble, the worse we are. I think that’s the sweetest change of all. We can love, just as our brothers do. Though Hiroto loves too easily.” she snorted with derision. “I hear he’s had another fling at university. It’s only natural, he’s had the Chirurgery, and he’s rich. And like me, he has a good appearance.”

“A great appearance, if it’s like yours.” I teased, enjoying her shy yet excited reaction.

“Oh you. Anyway…” her smile turned mischievous. “If Motoko and Natsumi aren’t going home tonight, then neither am I. It’s a good time to get some things done.”

“Are you sure? I mean, you’re younger…” I began, but she cut me off.

“Yes, but I’m old enough, and your fiancée. Besides, I’ll be spending half the week living with you as soon as the last details of the new estate are finished. What will one night matter? I’ll contact father and grandfather. I want to talk to some of the girls.”

“If you’re sure. I guess I don’t mind.”

“Good.” she giggled triumphantly. “I’d hate to think you didn’t want to spend time with me. Although…” she narrowed her eyes. “...you should spend the night with Eri. She’s been through a lot. And I need to go to the Boundary, and you’re already there.”

The Boundary, huh? “So what are you planning?” I asked, curious, and her smile in return was cute and sly.

“Something important. Don’t worry, as always I’m looking after your interests, just like I always do. But… it’s exciting. I can hardly wait…” As she giggled to herself, I shook my head. Spending some time with Eri isn’t a bad thing, I’m delighted she’s healed, but… it does make me wonder why Hinata said that…

At the same time, I was laughing and joking with my party on Mount Atago, Haanōbō silently pouring me a cup of sake. Oh well, I trust Hinata. She’ll tell me when I need to know…


Side One Hundred And Forty-Seven - Takatsukasa (Fukumoto) Hinata


Hinata held in a smile as she looked around the meeting hall in the Boundary. She still found everything very surprising, even after several months. Though these last few months have seemed to stretch into years, so many things have happened. Fun things, amazing things. And there’s still more to come… Her face flushed as she considered the further path she had to take, but as she was chairing this special meeting, for which many members had been brought back after they had left for the evening, she forced herself to stillness. As a businesswoman and Akio’s wife, I can’t show weakness. And as my mother says, as a woman, I have to remain strong. I have a lot of rivals. Friendly rivals, sisters… but even so, I’m like all the others. I want to be number one!

The room was packed with faces both familiar and not. There were shrine maidens, such as the twins, the granddaughters of Chiyo-san and more, the rather cute but idiotic Keomi-chan sitting with the taciturn and withdrawn Hotene-san. She had recovered from her physical wounds, but the mental ones were still a burden on her. Though being with the ever bright Keomi-chan was helping her, and Haru-san used her Mind Healing Light when she was free.

From the nobility, the selection was currently lacking. Miyu and her bodyguard Michiru were there of course, but it was too soon for Hinata’s plans to bear fruit yet. Slow and steady wins the race. Taking Takatsukasa house gave me legitimacy, but if I step too fast or too greedily Fujiwara-sama and Kira-sama will slap me down. As for grandfather Itsuki, he can’t stop me anymore… There were two faces here that were new though, one of them wasn’t invited but had come anyway.

The newcomers. The heirs to the Tengokusentou, the most prestigious and luxurious traditional hotel and hot springs among the nobility. Every major milestone, births, deaths, marriages… for the last several hundred years, the nobility has seen them all there… In fact, Akio’s marriage ceremony here on Earth will almost certainly have to be carried out there… or it would have…

The family, the Shiraishi house, were a family under the auspices of Fujiwara-sama, and were true nobility, even if they were low amongst the Fifty-Seven. Fifty-Eight, now. No, it’ll be Fifty-Seven again soon, the idiots… At school, the two of them were popular, the oldest, Shiraishi Nozomi, always being friendly and cheerful. She’s tall and has a great figure too. But now…

She had been crying again, and her younger sister, a junior that even Hinata herself had looked on with fondness, being as she was cute and full of energy, always fun to talk to, was trying to comfort her, despite being a number of years younger than her big sister. Shiraishi Arisa. But it’s too late for tears, and merely soothing them away achieves nothing. I don’t think they understood why they were the noble daughters chosen by Fujiwara-sama for Chirurgery, when this batch was mostly sons and brothers…

In addition to that, there was one of the Black Wolf Company there. It was a difficult choice, Hinata definitely approved of Akio putting them to use, and with Shaeula’s winds, the risk of betrayal, while not non-existent, was slight. But this one was talented, and Hinata had made sure to scout her. She was South American, pretty, and had taken to wielding elements faster than almost anyone else. The strange girl Suzu-san was here too, though again, like Miyu, she already was a Vassal, so wasn’t a part of this, but as she watched the proceedings curiously, shading herself with her black parasol, sucking on a lollipop, twirling her immaculately styled hair, Hinata sighed. She’s trouble. But as a Vassal she can be kept in line. Besides, she idolises Shiro…

Lastly there were the non-humans. Shaeula’s maids were in attendance, as well as a number of other weaselkin, and a female Kamaitachi, who was one of the four granted to Shaeula by her mother. There were ratkin, Goblins, and the Elf Soliteare, as well as the three female Way-Wardens who hung around with her often. There were even a small number of stranger Fae, including some rather small Sprites that were flying about, curious. She turned, and met Shaeula’s gaze, who merely smiled back brightly. How does that even work? No matter, if Shaeula’s invited them, they’re what we need…

Taking a deep breath, Hinata felt the weight of pressure on her, only to find Kazumi’s hand in hers. Turning, Kazumi smiled at her, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. “It’ll be fine.” she promised, her tone warm. “You’ve come so far. And your journey is just beginning. At first I was wary of him, of your choices, but…” she shook her head. “…now I want to see just how far you can go.”

“We can go.” Hinata corrected, but the words steadied her trembling, and she took one final breath, before looking out over the fellow brides-to-be of Akio who were present. No Hyacinth, though she gives this venture her wholehearted blessing. She’s still keeping an eye on Ginneka. The cat… ugh, I’m torn. She’s important, but I don’t want her in this. Fortunately she’ll be under a Throne so we can get around it that way…

Shaeula, who had interrupted her business at the Spring, gave a brisk nod. Shiro was here too, and had offered a lot of input, most of which was surprisingly insightful. She was the one who… no, no getting distracted. “So, I’ve gathered you all here today, because it’s time. Time to start advancing our plans, our cause. The world is changing. And we have to seize the opportunities that change brings.” Her tension relaxed, as she was in her element, this was simply a business transaction, a mutual win-win, profit for all, though the scale was far beyond her imagination of only a few months ago. This is the first step. When the foundation is solid, then we expand, and…

“The world is in danger. Kyoto proved it, London proved it. Some would say the Spring of Clear Reflections proved it too, not that I’d know.”

Shaeula inclined her head in agreement at that, and her maids looked down, expressions bitter.

“The world has to belong to someone. And I say it needs to be ours. Only one can lead, one can be an Astral Emperor…” Hinata noticed Shiro’s eyes turning red at that, her hair darkening. Sorry Taṇhā, but it’s not going to be you. And I think you know it. But there’ll be benefits for you nonetheless. “…and that will be Akio. Already he’s wrought triumphs in this world and our own, and there is more to come. But he can’t do it alone. I don’t want him to do it alone. So… you’ve all been gathered. We’ve…”

“By we she means us. Hyacinth too of course, and Motoko and Natsumi.” Shiro broke in. “We’re always watching. We have to, we don’t want any of those who break trust around us.”

“Yes.” Shaeula agreed. “One thing we value above-above all is the keeping of given word, and faithful service. So be proud. You have-have been chosen to be a part of this. There are many who would wish-wish it, yet you were called.”

“A part of what, if I may ask?” the South American, Luciana, asked carefully, after hearing the translation being provided for her. “I am preocupada, rather concerned. I seem to be the only one of the Black Wolf Company invited. Moreover, I see only women, I believe? Though it is sometimes complicado to tell, no?” she eyed some of the stranger Fae as she spoke.

“For this, most-most are useless.” Shaeula observed pointedly. “But have no-no fear. Are we not-not friends? Our first meeting was rather entertaining, and despite our differences, you agreed to serve-serve us.”

Luciana shook her head. “Yes, and I understand after this Chirurgery, this training, I can never, nunca go back. But I have fears…”

“And we will allay them.” Hinata promised. “Everyone here has a choice. Those who do not agree, well, Shaeula will bind you to secrecy…” she nodded, so Hinata continued. “…but that is all. Only to keep what is here to yourselves and those of us who were here. A simple matter, and lighter than Oaths many of you have sworn before. You can continue with your lives, working under Akio in whatever capacity you already do if you so choose. We will understand, though perhaps you may regret your choice in time. Those who do agree… there is a price, of course. But in exchange, your dreams will come true, and you will help Akio make his dreams come true, seize this world, no, not just this one, but perhaps more… your family, friends, loved ones will thank you for your choice, your bravery. It’ll be hard, some of us might pay an ultimate price, but against what we face… Shiro, if you would?”

The older woman, who Hinata still couldn’t believe was real, her beauty so stunning as to be almost artificial, nodded. Her eyes blazed crimson, and her hair burned red, flames scattering. Some who saw it for the first time were surprised, but a lot of people here had seen such. The annoying thing is that set the older Shiraishi off crying again. For a noble she is failing. For a girl… I can’t say I don’t understand.

“I am Taṇhā, the Thirsty.” she declared imperiously, pride radiating from her with an intensity hot enough to burn. She licked Shiro’s lips, which were suddenly dry and cracked, before addressing the gathered crowd. “And I should not be here. I am an aberration, a chance event. One of many this world faces.” At that a buzz went around the room. Taṇhā silenced them with a regal toss of her head, flaming hair dancing. “How it happened is of no relevance. Suffice to say, I saw a chance, an unusual one, and strove to put myself at an advantage. But the wheel of Saṃsāra is not one even the Gods can predict, my father neither. In the end I ended up here, as one of you. But heed my words… this world is unusual indeed, and in such differences lie both gruesome danger and shining opportunity.”

Everyone listened carefully as she continued. “An ordinary world, the Boundary will gradually crumble, over a period of years, decades. Within a century, the world will be fully exposed, and usually then outside forces intervene and take it for themselves, or destroy it. Few indeed are worlds that succeed in finding their own ruler, Astral Emperor, who can protect and nurture it. And those that do pay a heavy price. For even as the Boundary is cracking, invaders come, disasters strike. The dead outnumber the living, countries burn, species perish…”

Many of the listeners had some understanding of it, but some of the younger guests such as the twins looked rather frightened, pale-skinned and breathing fast. The sounds of sobbing could be heard, and Hinata clenched her fist, her own heart aching. It’s frightening, yes. I want to live a good, happy life. But fortunately we have hope… but first, the despair…

“Matters here are far from that kind.” Taṇhā declared, eliciting more gasps. “The creature that was behind the Kyoto battles was likewise an outsider. A dreadful one. If I was to use my full strength, I am confident I might win, but to do so would be to blow away the fragile Boundary surrounding this planet. Because the Boundary… is already fraying, mere months in. Too many meddling hands… the Ninth Heaven, me, this vile creature…”

“If I may ask, how will we survive then?” Soliteare got to the point, her blue eyes narrowed. “We are hardly united. Though efforts are being made to unite the Seelie Court, and even forge ties with the Night Parade…” The Kamaitachi nodded at that.

“Fortunately, another meddler bestowed a gift upon this one’s man, this Akio.” She gestured to Shiro, the owner of their shared body here. “He is still weak, pathetically so compared to what is coming, but his growth has been… swift.” she allowed.

“Damn right he has been.” Shiro suddenly piped up, speaking over Taṇhā, her expression changing, and that elicited some relieved laughter from the watching group. “This is Aki we’re talking about. Combine his need to save damsels in distress with some pro-gamer grinding and he gets results. That’s not all though, is it?” She looked at Shaeula, who took over. Yes, Shaeula’s the one who demonstrates it best, the point we are making, what we want…

“Those here of the Fae know this. I was rather-rather pathetic as a child. Now, I do not-not claim it was all entirely my fault.” Her maids grew ashamed at that insinuation. “But it was-was sadly true. Now, ever since my fateful meeting with Akio, where we have striven to fight together and grow-grow together, now my strength has blossomed!” She radiated power, her League, as Akio and she called it, hitting everyone like a wave. Hinata staggered a little, held in place by Kazumi, and she shot her a grateful smile. I’m so jealous. I’m… I’m the weakest out of everyone. I know my role isn’t to fight, I do business, look after Akio’s interests, but… I need strength too. And I’ll get it…

“We understand, princess! Calm down, not everyone can take it.” Soliteare warned, and Shaeula frowned, and the sense of oppression dissipated.

“I think I have proved-proved my point.” Shaeula grinned. “We triumphed in Kyoto, though there were sad-sad losses, and it was far-far from easy. London too, we defeated a powerful foe. The ruler of this world, the Astral Emperor…” her lips curled, and Hinata knew Shaeula wasn’t keen on the term. “…must-must be the strongest, yes. For without an absolute power to face other powers, we will be swept-swept aside like insects, stomped on by the strong as-as they will it. However…”

Her piercing amber eyes seemed to glow as she gazed at them all. “…even one strong leader alone is not-not enough. No, he must have adherents, a legion of them, as strong-strong as they can be. For one-one alone can not-not be everywhere, save everyone, but a legion, a force…” her smile was brilliant. “…they can stand together, and do what Akio can not-not. And in exchange, for we are making an agreement here… the rewards will be-be remarkable.”

“Is this why we have been called here?” Miyu asked, and Shaeula nodded.

“There is no-no need for your participation, Miyu. You are already in a privileged position, as Akio’s Vassal. To go beyond that-that requires further-further sacrifice and restrictions. Though some might-might say the rewards are sweet indeed.”

“I’ll take over again.” Hinata interjected, excitement building. Here it comes. The time is now. Will some accept and join us, or will we be left looking like idiots as everyone backs out? “Yes, you all work with Akio in some capacity, or…” she glanced at the Shiraishi sisters, barely able to hold in an expression of displeasure. They still don't see that we, with the blessing of Fujiwara-sama, are giving them the only branch to cling to in the flood that is sweeping away their family and their life. Frustrating... “…have been given his largesse. Some of you did it for your own desires, others at the behest of others. I blame nobody for that. We all have our reasons. Mine were selfish at first. But…”

She had a stack of papers beside her, and there were mirrors of them in the Material too, waiting for signatures for those that were present in that world too. “…this offer gives you a chance. To be truly a part of something special, that matters. An organisation…” she gestured, and Taṇhā stepped up, flipping over a prepared whiteboard. It’s amazing what Ixitt can create at short notice. I can hardly wait until we start the factory in the Material…

“Adamant!” Hinata declared boldly, tapping the header on the board, below which were some charts, diagrams and more. “Adamant.” she repeated happily. “An indestructible mineral, and a mythical one too. I am told it does exist, not that we have any yet. But the name has other meanings too. Akio is half-British, so a word in English seemed appropriate. But it also means determined and unbreakable. Which is what we will need to be, if we wish to save the world, and stand at Akio’s side forever.”

“It’s my name we chose.” Shiro was back in control of her body, puffing out her ample chest proudly. “You wanted Akatsuki, right Hinata? It’s cool, but generally a villain name. Besides, Aki has more in common with the moon than the sun.” She smiled at Shaeula, who nodded. “I had expected Shaeula to go with something moon related, but instead… Faerie Garden? Shit, Aki’s not delusional, and you watch too much anime. I never thought I’d say that to someone else. Anyway, adamant is an old name for diamonds too, and... they are a girl's best friend, so the old saying goes. And we're all girls here, yeah?”

Hyacinth’s suggestion was too descriptive, it would have been off-putting. Motoko and Natsumi had no interest in naming it, and Daiyu felt she was too new to contribute. Asha’s idea wasn’t bad, Tree Of Wisdom kind of works, but… Kana and Eri weren’t consulted. Hinata felt a little bad about that, but she knew Kana wouldn’t mind. Eri… she’ll be mad at first, she’s quite an angry girl, but when she calms down, she’ll throw her support behind it, she can’t help herself if it’s for Akio, and she genuinely wishes the best for him, and for us, but… time's at a premium here so we don't have the leisure to delay. I'll make it up to Kana and Eri, definitely, and they'll understand our choice, I know it...

“So, is this some kind of secret organisation?” Keomi-chan asked, eyes bright. “Awesome, but… aren’t we already doing that? I’m so confused…”

“It doesn’t take much to confuse you, does it?” one of the granddaughters of Chiyo-san chuckled, amused, as they had spent a decent amount of time training together. “If I had to guess, this seems a separate group, with the goal of being under Akio’s command, achieving his aims? Aside from the politics of the shrines and Japan?”

“That’s right.” Hinata agreed. “Adamant is the new group, shrouded in mystery and myth, we shall cultivate, an organisation dedicated to one thing only. Making sure Akio is the Astral Emperor for Earth, and that we save Earth and those we care about. The requirements are strict, so I understand if some of you can’t agree.” She tapped her stack of contracts. “…but in return, those of you who do sign will be part of something greater, heroes all. But unlike heroes, we don’t expect you to work for free, even though the cause is just!” No matter how noble a person, self-interest is important. Akio understands that. He makes sure to look after his employees, friends and family, paying them well, making life comfortable and as fun as it can be. That’ll be important, because when dark times like Kyoto hit, that’ll stop people breaking… protecting the good times, hope for even better times… that’s the strongest motivator of all. And I will take his example to heart!

“Akio and we are of one mind. We want to protect all we can!” Hinata declared boldly. “But Kyoto and London showed it’s not possible to protect all things equally. It will only get worse, won’t it?” she looked at Taṇhā, who agreed.

“Yes, when the Boundary cracks enough for greater threats to come through, what you have endured will seem as a mere breeze compared to the typhoon of destruction. Ordinarily, this world would be doomed to ruin, but in the abnormal situations and tribulations, there are also positive steps for hope.” She turned, her ruby eyes narrowing, looking towards the direction of the great Rhyming Tree, though it wasn’t visible inside. “A Territory of the Fourth Rank is barely enough to defend against some threats. A Fifth Rank one is safer… I would have believed it impossible to bring a Territory to the Fourth Rank so swiftly, but this world is far from ordinary, and I do admit he is able to put his Skills and the Sskills of others to some surprising uses I would not have entirely considered.”

“That’s my Aki!” Shiro spoke over her again. “Though I do have to thank you, Tan. You gave him some hints, and it really helped.”

“I merely did what I could, since leaving empty-handed puts all my efforts to waste.”

“Look at you, going all tsundere on me. Want to join Adamant, Tan?”

“With those conditions? You think me foolish, princess? Though it would be you that pays the price of that…”

They went back and forth, bickering, eyes flashing from red to black and back again, amusing the onlookers. Hinata clapped her hands after a while and Shiro apologised, before Hinata thanked Taṇhā. “Your information is helpful. But…” she then addressed everyone. “You see the problem? If we do things the normal way, let everyone compete for the position, then we’ll all perish, or if we don’t, only a handful will be left on a devastated world. I don’t know about you, but I refuse to live that way!” Hinata declared proudly.

“Be you Japanese, foreign, or even a Fae or a Yōkai, we all live in this world, we all want a good life, for our friends and family to be safe. For that… we need to rally behind someone. And that someone is Akio. To that end, we’ve planned it out. Japan first, Akio needs to rule it. But to do so, it requires several things. First, the nobility needs to fall in line…” She glanced at the two rather pitiful sisters of Shiraishi house. “…so you have an opportunity. One few others have. We don’t simply want to take from you, in exchange we will always support you and your happiness.”

The older sister kept crying, barely listening, while the younger sister glared at Hinata. How rude. Not that I don’t sympathise a little, but if they are stupid enough to slap away my hand when I’m offering them their only lifeline, they deserve what they would otherwise get. “We also need political power, and the support of the people. That… we’re working on.”

“Oh, I get it.” Suzu-san giggled, nodding at Shiro. “Arisu-chan is going to appear in public again, then there’s the charity concert. I can hardly wait to show off my songs on stage…” she giggled again, a touch vapidly. “Plus the news constantly talking about the heroes of Britain. Clever, I’d expect no less from you, boss!”

“It’s not all my idea.” Shiro insisted. “But I’ll take your thanks, I guess?”

“The Seelie Court, the Hyakki Yagyō… all shall-shall be under our control.” Shaeula boasted. “The Kami of the shrines as well-well. Britain too. Akio has a clear route to power there-there. From that foundation, we shall see off the Red and White Dragons, this vile-vile toad and any-any other threat that we face. So you have-have a choice. You are already working with us, Akio will not-not see you cheated, but…” she looked at Hinata meaningfully, allowing her to take over.

“…but being a part of Adamant offers benefits you’ll never find elsewhere. When disaster strikes, it’ll be you and your families, friends and homes we prioritise defending. We will help each other, and support our Astral Emperor.” she giggled happily. “I think it’s an exciting offer. Your strength will grow, perhaps beyond even what others who work with Akio can expect, and your futures will be bright and shining, walking hand in hand with Adamant.”

“Excuse me!” “We have a question!” the twins spoke together, and Hinata nodded.

“Go ahead.” The twins can’t get away. They are essential in the empowering of others.

“We are flattered…” “We are definitely honoured to be chosen.” "We will of course serve Akio-sama in whatever capacity he requires.” “But what of Ren-sama? Why is he not included?”

“A great question. You’ve probably noticed everyone here is a woman.” Female, anyway. Some of the Fae aren’t very feminine. “That’s because Adamant is an organisation for women. Your brother, he won’t escape our clutches, have no fear. He’s rather talented. But he’ll have a different role. Important nonetheless, but different. Kazumi, if you would?”

Her bodyguard nodded, and gathering the contracts, she began to hand them out. As people started reading them, there were a lot of surprised murmurs. It was then that the youngest Shiraishi, Arisa-san, spoke up, horrified, waving the contract. “What is this? Are you insane?”

Hinata narrowed her brown eyes. “Careful how you speak to me, Arisa-san. Don’t forget I’m Takatsukasa Hinata!” At those words, the girl faltered, before clearly gathering her courage and going on the offensive.

“I don’t care!” she insisted. “Even if it was Fujiwara-sama there, or Ichijou-sama, I would never accept this! The Three Grandfathers, they are already so cruel, to abandon Shiraishi house like they have, but this? It’s an insult! To follow the orders of a man not our husband or father…”

“Arisa, you can’t speak to Hinata-sama like that…” Nozomi-san spoke urgently, her face pale and her eyes red from crying.

“I can and I will! Sister, we only accepted the orders from Fujiwara-sama and endured that painful torment so that we could appeal to him that we aren’t at fault…”

“You aren‘t at fault?” Hinata asked, surprised. “Perhaps not, but your family… don’t you know what you’ve done?” At her words, the older girl burst into tears again. Her sister was torn between comforting her and retorting to Hinata’s words. In the end, she chose to strike back.

“It isn’t our fault! You think we don’t love the Tengokusentou? Our family has always been in charge of it! It's our home, or legacy, our treasure!”

“So why did you let it fall into the hands of foreign investors who simply wish to tear it down? To say nothing of the fact that a number of your more profitable hotels and ryokan have been given over to others?” Hinata pressed. “Fujiwara-sama and Kira-sama are very angry. Grandfather Itsuki too. And they are not alone…” At her words, the two of them in front of her shrunk in on themselves, the oldest weeping audibly, the youngest red-faced and furious. “I’ve spoken to Tsumura-sama, the head of Tsumura house. He too is angry. What foolishness.” They didn’t even get a good deal for it. Most of the nobility are terrible at business. I hate that…

“Fujiwara-sama has offered to pay the foreign investment group a significant sum, guaranteeing them an eye-watering profit, if they only sell it to him. But instead, they reject it and plan to tear it down, replacing it with a soulless high-rise hotel that will surely make them far less profit. Some would think their aim is simply a petty act of harassment, or an insult to Japan and the nobility.”

“Father wanted to break away from the past, is that so wrong?” Arisa-san managed after a while, realising her statement was at odds with her declaration of love for their charge previously.

“I don’t think change is wrong at all. The nobility needs to change, and we’ve already started working towards that. After all, I’m here, we have Miyu in our corner, and now… you pair.” Her expression was bright-eyed as she thought over the ramifications. “I’ve spoken to grandfather about it, and he says it’s obvious what Fujiwara-sama and Kira-sama are doing. Your family has to be punished for your foolishness, and it needs to be a lesson to the other families who might chafe under the leash of the Three Grandfathers.”

“It isn’t fair! Why must we suffer because… oh, don’t cry sister, it’ll be all right.” Arisa-san tried to comfort Nozomi-san. Shiro and Shaeula looked ready to intervene, but Hinata waved them away, asking them with her eyes to let her handle it.

“Because that’s the way of the nobility. We have many privileges, but just as many restrictions, especially us daughters. I don’t like it, and I want to change it… and here you are. Nozomi-san…” she addressed the frail older girl. “…tears won’t help anything. Isn’t it shameful? The two of you have been travelling around the nobility, even the Three-Hundred, begging for handouts to clear the stupid debts you ended up with after selling so many assets. I’m almost impressed, how can you owe money selling away profitable enterprises? No, don’t answer that…” she raised a hand to forestall Arisa-san. “…I know the answer. You do too. So, how does it feel?”

“Humiliating!” Arisa-san snapped, not caring that Hinata was older, and from a nobler family. Perhaps she hasn’t internalised the fact I’m a Takatsukasa now. If she spoke to Sakura in that way… “But I have to protect my sister, and… help father.”

“Hence why you are here. Your punishment is also a chance. Both for you, and for us.” I don’t like the way they are being forced to share in the shame of their house, but I’ll use them, certainly. It’d be stupid to turn down this opportunity. But… I’m not so hard-hearted. I won’t abuse them shamelessly…

“If you join Adamant, Nozomi-san, then you’ll be one of us. And we have ways of helping that mere money doesn’t. Grandfather says Fujiwara-sama has blocked the demolition of the Tengokusentou as long as he can by dealing with construction firms, and putting political pressure on legislators. Once deconstruction starts, it’ll be too late. The building is irreplaceable to the nobility, and without it, all Shiraishi house can claim to be is simply a once slightly rich family now on the decline, nothing noble.” As the two girls shuddered, she pressed on. “But if we can’t buy it with money, maybe we can purchase it with something else, something few others can offer. But of course… then it would be ours. So from Shiraishi house, we’d need reciprocation…” Miyu is too high-profile, any action from her at Hanafubuki is going to go over the heads of the lesser nobility there. But the Shiraishi sisters… they might be just right to start my scheme, and expand the circle of those within the ranks of my peers who join us, not merely for their own benefits, but as true companions with unbreakable loyalty to us, and to Akio, even over anything else…

“I can’t sign this!” Arisa-san's shrill words were scandalised, waving the contract again. “To… to agree to… no, it’s madness. I’m too young, and besides…” Words failed her, and she perked up. “My sister has a fiancé already! Takehisa-sama loves her!”

“Hinata did not-not ask you to come, only your sister.” Shaeula interjected suddenly, and Arisa-san froze, before snapping back.

“I could hardly let my sister come alone, she needs me to support her. She’s… not at her strongest.”

“I see. But yet here you are, and I do not-not see why you would not-not sign the contract?” Shaeula seemed genuinely confused.

“But… we have to follow the orders of a man… he’s not even a noble. I’m not an idiot, at Hanafubuki they teach us men, especially those who aren’t nobles, are all wolves. No doubt he will order us to do all sorts of immoral, shameful things!” she cried out. “It’s obvious. What a disgrace it would be to…”

“A shame?” Shaeula’s confusion deepened. “I would say it was a great-great boon. But I think you have little to fear. You are far-far too young to catch his eye, and rather rude. Akio likes charming, kind females. And he is not-not one to abuse his power just because he sees-sees a pretty face or a bountiful chest.”

“But…” she began, and Hinata cut her off.

“Enough, Arisa-san. You are being gravely insulting, calling our fiancé such. If you don’t like it, then Shaeula can bind you to keep your silence and you can be excused. We are offering a choice, a fair trade, a deal that in exchange for loyal service, many doors can be unlocked for you, many issues that plague you swept aside by the might of Akio and Adamant. But your sister, this is a chance for her, maybe a final chance… Nozomi-san, I know you’ve seen the evidence. Takehisa-san and his family were behind the foreign investors. They wanted to swallow up Shiraishi house, and likely have greater schemes in mind. Your engagement is a farce…”

“No, but… I have seen it, and…” Nozomi-san said in-between sobbing. “…it’s compelling, but… Takehisa-sama has always been kind to me. He wouldn’t…”

“Don’t believe the comforting lies.” Shiro joined the conversation, offering her a handkerchief, which Nozomi-san took and wiped at her weeping eyes and running nose. “I don’t know this guy, but shit, if Hinata here is saying it, she’s got good reason. Besides…” she smirked at Arisa-san triumphantly. “…this little gremlin here doesn’t even believe her own words. She calls him Takehisa-sama and says that he loves her sister, but… your eyes say you don’t entirely believe it.”

“I do… but… it all seems too neat.” Arisa-san sighed, showing she might be fiery, but was hardly stupid. “Even so, my sister will be disgraced, and she holds fondness for him in her heart. I can’t let her be part of some shady…”

“Wait.” Nozomi-san sniffled, stopping her sister. “Arisa, I’m grateful you always defend me. But I should be defending you. I’m pathetic.” she muttered solemnly. As her sister protested, she looked at Hinata. “I am sorry, Hinata-sama. My sister forgot you are of Takatsukasa house and way above us.” She then apologised to Miyu too, who nodded, a bit embarrassed.

“I do… did care for Takehisa-sama, but it’s true, he introduced the firm to my father, and he hinted we should go around the nobility, lowering ourselves, to beg for aid… I see now… that’s not the act of someone who cares for me. My father must have been blind. I can’t just give up though… Shiraishi house is finished, but I have my pride. I’ll be unmarriageable after this, my engagement broken, our family outcast. Even with that, signing this…”

“Solves all your problems.” Hinata insisted firmly. “You may not see it now, but I do. You are a newcomer, Nozomi-san, you don’t understand just how far we’ve come in a few short months, what we can offer you in return for your loyalty. In exchange… you abide by all the rules stated here, and study hard. And you help me with my project. I do feel you are being treated unfairly. If you were a son, and it was your fiancée who betrayed you, sympathy would be with you… it’s shit.” Hinata cursed, something she rarely did. “That’s why I want to change that, free everyone under the nobility. But not destroy the nobility. No, I’ll take it all. And all of you who suffer too.” Her voice was persuasive, and Nozomi-san was almost hypnotised by her words. I feel bad, I’m using her grief and despair against her, but… as long as she smiles in the end, does it matter? Akio never mistreats his allies… “You can be the last daughter who suffers, Nozomi-san. Honour restored, everyone looking up to you for what they think is a sacrifice. But it isn’t. No, it’s an opportunity.”

“Do you want me to sign too?” Kazumi said from beside her teasingly, and Hinata turned, surprised.

“You would? But…” Hinata asked, puzzled. “...don’t you worry Akio will sink his claws into you too? He could, by the contract.”

“I would have, before. I was very wary of him and his intentions when we first met.” she confessed. “I wanted to keep you safe from him. But now you shine brightly like the sun, and I’ve seen while he is flirtatious and loves too freely, he isn’t one to make a move on others for no reason, especially against their will. He's actually quite the gentleman.” She then addressed the crowd.

“I know why they put this clause in the contract, and it isn’t what some of you are thinking.” She then glanced at Shaeula, and corrected herself. “No, she’s hoping for it. Akio may be easy to understand, but her, I don’t get. Basically, it’s a loyalty guarantee. Because…” she took a deep breath. “…take up the mantle of Adamant, and it won’t just be a little training, some benefits, but a comprehensive overhaul of your entire self, am I right?”

“That’s correct.” Hinata agreed, nodding to Shiro.

“Look at it this way. Aki does want everyone to get stronger, and we are all striving towards that goal, but as time goes on, what can be spared gets spread thinner. Demand outstrips supply. But… Adamant is the elite. Best training, best opportunities, best equipment. In exchange, all we ask is your unwavering loyalty to Akio and to Adamant. That sounds a lot… and it is.” she agreed. “But when you think about it… it’s totally worth it. If you are sick or injured, or your family or even close friends fall ill, then they’ll be prioritised for Healing. If an invasion happens and we can only save so many, those you cherish will be our first priority. If you have problems, like some foolish, shitty fuck of a fiancé who’s stolen all your treasures…” Nozomi-san shivered at that. “…we’ll move heaven and earth to get your stuff back and punish the bastard. But such effort on our part can only be given to so many. Hence… we can’t have split loyalties. There’s too much at stake, we only want the best, the brightest, those most loyal. It really is an honour, and you should feel good we scouted you all.”

After having it translated for her, Luciana spoke up again. “I see. In a way, it is similar to the mercenary credo. Brothers and sisters of the crew over all, even familia. But it is stricter. I… I am no blushing maiden. Nor am I a puta, prostituta. I understand, many a foolish man has betrayed his country or his Company for a pretty face and opened legs. Or a muchacha for a handsome man. And your secrets here are great. But… once in, is there provision for withdrawal?”

She asked the question everyone was thinking, and Hinata nodded. “Keep reading. Clause seventeen. Retirement from Adamant. There may be a number of reasons you wish to leave, as detailed in appendix two. But it won’t be through injury. Unlike the military, we can patch up your wounds, heal your mind, soothe your soul... or rather your spirit." There are other reasons for such deep loyalty clauses and harsh restrictions too, of course. We're aspiring for a group more than simply a private army, a loyal following, but something greater, something almost mythical, that, one day, when we can truly face the world, will be the envy of and goal for every talented woman alive, no matter her race, or even species...

"If you leave due to feeling unable to keep the other clauses, or there’s an order you simply can’t follow, then so be it, though you’ll be sorely missed. Adamant isn’t just an organisation, but a family. Everyone together as one, fighting not just for yourselves and your family, but for each other, Akio and the world. When you withdraw you’ll be bound under Shaeula’s winds to keep all our secrets, and all equipment will be returned, as I fear we won’t have too much to spare. In exchange for the efforts training you, you’ll be required to be available for callup in emergencies, some examples of which are clarified in appendix three. Because once in Adamant, always Adamant. I know none of you would be so cold as to leave your sisters hanging in an emergency, to fight and die alone, would you?”

There was the rustling of paper as people checked. “I see.” Luciana said at last. She then looked at Kazumi, her brown eyes smiling. “I do not know Akio as well as you seem to, chica. But I also do not believe he will be preying on us. Even though he does so like the pretty girls, yes.”

“If he does-does though…” Shaeula warned, and Luciana laughed.

“Sí, yes, I understand.” Luciana agreed after her giggles stopped. “The predator here is you, not him. Poor Aliyah is right to consider you dangerous. I… I admit to desiring great power. Like most of the Black Wolf, my life, it has not been a bed of rosas, and I never wish to be helpless again. I have no fiancé to forsake, my knife is my husband. So… I shall sign it.” With that decided, she was the first to put pen to paper, and Shaeula’s winds blew jade as she impressed upon Luciana the rules she had to obey. Several others joined her in signing, and were likewise bound.

Though I can hear Suzu-san saying as an idol she could never sign such a contract, as she has to remain pure for everyone, and can’t risk following the orders of a man, as he’ll inevitably fall for her charms and order her to do this and that. Why is she even here? I suppose it doesn’t matter, she’s Akio’s Vassal so already in hand, but she sure does have a very high opinion of her charms… anyway, the Oaths sworn to Shaeula's winds are light, and tailored to be easy to accept. We've no wish to force loyal friends and allies to obey, but... some secrets must be kept, and some safeguards against treachery implemented. It's nothing we wouldn't swear, if asked by Akio.

“Kazumi… you…” Hinata breathed, as her pen finished up.

“I can’t always rely on his charity. I’ve been training here, receiving his blessings. But if I want to keep walking beside you, Hinata, like Natsumi-san does for Motoko-san, then… I have to go further. Besides…” she smiled knowingly. “…I’m making my judgement on what I’ve seen and experienced. If I’m wrong, so be it, I’ll bear the consequences. But he wouldn’t do anything that upsets you now, would he, Hinata?”

Kazumi… Hinata felt a wave of warmth in her heart, that her friend would go so far for her. “I don’t believe you’ll regret it. We even have a uniform!” she grinned. “Maybe I should show it off. Can you two handle things for a minute?” she looked questioningly at Shiro and Shaeula.

“Of course. We’ve got this in hand.” Shiro approved, and Hinata ducked out. She quickly changed into the prototype design, which had no combat capabilities, but had the appearance. Admiring herself in the mirror, looking at the stylish military-style officer’s uniform in black and silver, with a deep black cloak slung over her shoulders, and the silver insignia in the shape of diamonds, she grinned. It’ll be better when we can make the outfits out of the required materials, but that’s a ways off yet. But we have to plan ahead. Nothing worthwhile is ever easy to set in motion.

Striding back in she received some odd looks, though Keomi-chan giggled, and insisted that it looked very cool. She was pleased to see that more people had signed the contract, including a number of Fae, which was interesting. But what caught her eye was that Miyu and her bodyguard Michiru were waiting for her, a bit uncomfortable, Shiro and Shaeula watching on knowingly.

“What’s the problem, Miyu?” Hinata asked, sweeping back her cloak regally. The cap is a bit of a pain with my current hairstyle, but that won’t be a problem in the future… “You don’t have to join Adamant, you’re already a Vassal, which is a privileged position.”

“I know…” she agreed, a touch troubled. “But Michiru…” Her bodyguard was eyeing the uniform with sparkling eyes, and Hinata sighed. Oh yes, she’s fascinated with dressing up as a ninja. I guess this isn’t too much different.

“I have a question.” Michiru asked suddenly. “The rules of Adamant state that we shall take no lover, no fiancé, no husband… but…” her voice was getting smaller and smaller. “… what about… a female partner?”

Oh, I see. As Shiro burst out laughing, Hinata spoke gently to her. “I think if it’s within Adamant, or… with another loyal servant of Akio…” she glanced at Miyu then, amused as she looked away, face red, unable to meet her eyes. “…then it should be fine. Adamant shall be your sisters, friends… I suppose a lover isn’t out of the question. Besides, Akio is cheering the two of you on. He’s not opposed to your love.”

“Love? I would not be so bold…” Michiru was bright pink, though her darting gaze at Miyu belied her words.

“You still have to abide by the other clauses though.” Hinata warned. “No exceptions, not for anyone.”

“That is no concern, I have intent to seek out a child in the future…” Michiru declared, before Shaeula spoke up.

“A worthy goal, but perhaps one you are not-not qualified for?” she snorted. “But if you seek a child with Miyu here, perhaps such is not-not impossible.” At their stunned gazes, she grinned. “Akio has proven that a lunar Chakra makes one enough like-like a Fae to do many-many things. Eri and the others likewise. Birth as the more powerful Fae do it knows no-no gender. However…” she gazed at Miyu, eyes glowing. “…you do not-not have a lunar Chakra, and I do not-not feel confident experimenting with your Chakra network, as it is entwined with your Divine Favour. But in the future…”

“A child with Miyu-sama? I could not… could I?” Michiru overheated. After a while she croaked out a few more words. “…even so, bearing the child of a strong man is the dream of all Koga ninja… except my sister. But then Kozue hardly counts, she is quite the annoying, petty and insolent fool!”

“All right, let’s change the subject! If you think you’re so desirable that Aki is going to use the clauses to extort you into an affair, I admire your confidence. Can you compete with us?” Shiro laughed, showing off her proud figure, sparing the embarrassed blushes of Michiru, though she signed the contract nonetheless. Then Hinata looked shocked as Miyu had found a contract from somewhere and had signed as well. On seeing Hinata’s surprise, Miyu merely gave a mysterious smile.

“If you wish to bring the majority of Hanafubuki under Adamant, my enrolment will aid you.” She turned to address the Shiraishi sisters. “I know I have changed. I have been forced to. Unlike you, my worries are of life and death. Yes, your family will fall without aid, and grandfather and Ichijou-sama will ruthlessly make an example out of you all. The worst thing to do, especially now, is to show Japan is vulnerable to foreign powers, and the nobility are a shield for Japan. Your father’s foolish actions, being taken in by Takehisa-san, have damaged us all. Now Akio must clean up your mess. But… this way lies hope.”

“Even you can not-not be excused from the rules, Miyu.” Shaeula warned, her emerald winds blowing.

“I know. I am prepared. But…” Miyu’s smile was a rare one, full of sly humour, quite unlike her usual modesty. “… your bodyguard speaks true. I know him too. Remember when we first met, I thought he would demand my body as a price for helping me. He did not, and I greatly offended him. He has many beautiful girls around him, he has no need of me. I believe I shall be safe. And if not…” she nodded to Michiru. “…our punishment for your disrespect at first meeting can finally be repaid. But I believe such worries are groundless. Besides, my marriage is to be decided by Akio anyway, such was the agreement with grandfather, as I recall Akio said as a Vassal, I am too precious to waste on a worthless man.”

Well remembered. “Yes, I think he did say something like that, and it’s true. Oh well, welcome to Adamant. You’ll have an important role.” Hinata explained. “We’ll work it a little like the Hyakki Yagyō…” the Kamaitachi, who had also joined, nodded at that, pleased. “Officers will command squads, and be in charge, and once we eventually have the critical mass to have enough Officers, those can be ranked competitively, but also in good humour, since we are sisters who fight hard, and also play hard together. As for recruitment…”

“We’ve been vetting you all. Although we have a couple who slipped in.” Shiro glanced at the Shiraishi sisters, who were hugging each other, overtaken by the pace of events. “But from what Hinata and Miyu say, we can use you, so I guess it’s fine. Any newcomers have to pass Shaeula’s winds to rule out that you're a plant or can't be loyal, oh, and don’t worry about the Chirurgery, Shaeula will handle it in her free time.”

“Another burden on-on my shoulders. But I shall not-not be discouraged.” Shaeula agreed, pumping her small fist. “It is impossible for Akio not-not to have an organisation behind him, and I shall get use out of you all as well-well. As for training…”

“Sorry twins, but you are going to be worked hard. But that means you’ll end up being promoted quickly, or at least given an equal position of honour.” Shiro nodded at the two girls, who were amongst the most vital pieces Hinata wanted to acquire. With their abilities, we can train Adamant to greater heights. But sadly they’ll still have to help out with the standard trainees… a lot of our abilities are bottlenecked, such as gear too… we can’t ask the Dwarves or Ixitt to prioritise us over Akio’s projects, even if this organisation is for him.

“There’s a lot we want to do, which is all to help Aki. Like learn how to Level up without needing certain Favours or Aki’s Skills. After all…” Shiro grinned, tapping her sizeable chest. “...Tan must know a way, maybe a lot of ways, but she’s not telling.”

She's right, though, failing that... an organisation of all women, loyal enough, dedicated and only for him and their sisters in battle... surely Akio would be able to grant them all Lovers' Link, making them truly a force beyond any that exists now...

“There are certain things I cannot say, even to you, princess. All I can say is in higher realms, such limits do not necessarily apply. There are always restrictions, based on fortune, talent and circumstance, yet…” Taṇhā trailed off, Shiro’s eyes darkening again.

“You heard her. It can be done.” Shiro pointed out happily. “And Aki’s so busy all the time, we can help him out by doing this. And make Adamant even stronger. Though Aki’s probably getting busy another way right now. I suppose it keeps Eri happy, which is a good thing. Then there’s equipment…”

Hinata nodded at that. “This is just the design. Stylish and militarily focused. But we have plans to make it more than that. But we lack materials. Hyacinth is doing her best to grow the remains of that Unseelie Duke as a base material, but the need already exceeds her free energy and time. Besides, we need other materials.” At that, Shiro and Shaeula exchanged amused glances. Hinata remembered when they had shown her the clips of some anime, not seeing the relevance, but now she understood. Once more Taṇhā spoke up.

“I have never heard of such an idea. This world is indeed interesting. The creatures you seek exist in many worlds, I do expect some can be found here, though to process such would test the skills of any smith. Do you mean to have him do it?”

“No way.” Shiro disagreed with Taṇhā. “It defeats the point if we make more work for Aki. No, we’re going to be his strength. Hence…” she nodded at some of the ratkin and weaselkin, some of the rare few female Mortal Engineers. “Our ambitious little friends here are prepared to sign up to Adamant in exchange for greater opportunities to experiment and shine. For those of you who are not human, priority goes to you when we find more means to allow you to access the Material. Whereas for us humans the reverse is true. Hopefully about now Aki is securing some fire element, Arisu can make spatial, we have light from Haru… so we have all seven. I doubt anywhere on Earth there’ll be such a good place to learn. And the cutie twins here can speed things up a lot…”

As Hinata, Shiro and Shaeula continued to lay out the ambitious plans, the tearful, fragile Nozomi-san finally grasped her pen, trembling hands dragging it across the page. Seeing that, Arisa-san exclaimed out loud. “Nozomi, if you do that…”

“I have already been betrayed. Fujiwara-sama wishes our family punished. I saw the proof of Takehisa-sama’s duplicity, and now wonder if he ever even loved me at all. Rather than face ruin, humiliation…” she looked at Hinata then. “…If I do this, my engagement will be broken…”

“It’ll break anyway. As soon as that creep realises you haven’t got anything left to steal, he’ll flee.” Shiro murmured quietly. “Not all men are trash, there are some good ones out there, like Aki, but… if he didn’t plan to screw you this way, he’s a genius at cruel incompetence. Don’t look away. Face your fears. It’s what I did. Shaeula did. We all did.”

“…even if it’s a lie, I’ll make sure your reputation is protected.” Hinata promised. “I need you back to the old, kind, smiling Nozomi-san that the juniors look up to.” She then turned to the younger sister. “And you, Arisa-san, you have guts, and the seniors think you’re a cute junior. Your aid is needed too.” The scratching of the pen on paper happened then, as Nozomi-san finished signing her name, and Shaeula’s winds blew, causing her to shiver. Suddenly it enveloped Arisa-san too, as she had picked up a fallen contract and signed her own name. Her sister’s eyes went wide, and she opened her mouth to speak, but Arisa-san was faster.

“I won’t let you do this alone. I’ve had to watch you cry for weeks now, Nozomi. I hate it!” She turned her intense gaze upon Hinata. “If you betray us, I’ll… I’ll…”

“You’ll do nothing. Hinata could break you like a twig, and she’s the weakest of us.” Shiro laughed, and Hinata pouted.

“That’s rude! But sadly true…” she sighed, before brightening up. “But soon, that’ll change!”

“Aki’s going to get really busy.” Shiro teased, and Hinata blushed.

“Enough of that! Arisa-san, you’ve signed now and Shaeula’s winds have bound you. You might regret it…”

“I won’t. Not if Nozomi can stop crying, and we can save the Tengokusentou. You were right. Father was a fool. Even if we lose the newer hotels, we can’t give that up, it’s the foundation of Shiraishi house!” Her words were firm, her brown eyes glaring. “Besides, I’m not stupid, I rank in the top three in my grade! I heard you all talking. You all have faith he won’t abuse the ability to order us around in the contract. It sounds like he won’t even know about it!”

“True. I do wish he would be bolder, more-more… aggressive.” Shaeula laughed. “But also, we promised Eri we would not-not force more females upon him. But the rules stand for a reason. If you catch-catch his eye and he desires you… perhaps some of you are hoping for such…” she smiled at the Elves, who were indeed there as part of a political marriage play. “…but Adamant is more-more than just this.”

Hinata clapped her hands. “Enough of that.” She cast her eyes over the last few who hadn’t signed. “We have called you all here to be something greater. Think very carefully about what you’ll be giving up if you pass up this choice. I don’t want any of you to regret it. The name of Adamant will soon be synonymous with power, authority and victory, and you shall all be as close as sisters, fighting for the same cause, for Adamant, for Akio and the world in which those you love dwell!”

As more of the remaining guests put pen to paper, Shaeula’s winds flaring a verdant green, Hinata shifted the cap on her head, freeing her dark hair. Meeting Shiro’s eyes, she grinned. Adamant. With such an organisation working behind Akio, with members of the faith, nobility, world of politics, business, spiritual beings and more… let’s see anyone try and stop him from being best placed to claim rulership of Japan, then eventually the world!

Brain whirling with ideas, Hinata covered her mouth to hide her predatory smile. Soon Ixitt will begin his factory, with help from Nie Ling and Ginneka, and the battery and power generation tech will spread through Japan and the wider world… we’ll have a monopoly, and as the OPEC countries have shown, they who control power, control the world… and we… They would control power of all kinds…


Four Hundred And Thirteen – Chapter Contains R18/Adult Content


“Should we really be sitting here doing nothing?” Kana asked, as the feasting and revelry continued. “The waiting is starting to get to me…”

Smiling, I reached out and patted her on the head. “It’s all right. Worried about missing school?”

She snorted at that, her tension lifting a little. “Hardly. Though Mio-chan and Asami-chan might worry about me. Or think I’ve just played truant to go on a date with you.”

“It is rather like a group date.” Haru-san agreed wickedly. “Though of course, I’ll leave the fun to you and your girlfriends, Akio-kun. Don’t worry, I’m not here to spoil your fun.”

“Is it me, or have you lightened up a bit, Haru-chan?” Kana asked, face red with embarrassment. “I mean, that’s a good thing, knowing what… happened… and all…” her voice trailed off, getting smaller as she continued, the subject hard for her to touch.

“It just hit me, watching this mess…” She glanced at Haanōbō, who was sat next to me, her boisterous brother Arangbō seated opposite her, as all of the champions to face the rift were on one large table in the shadows of the temple and the Sacred Flame. “That most of my fears are groundless. And that the path I’m following now is right.” She clenched her fists by instinct, before forcing her hands open, picking up a mug and taking a sip of sake. “…I died, but the fear didn’t die with me. It grew inside. Fear is like a great dark tree, spreading branches, making us cower underneath it. I did my best, and I was happy, but I always felt frightened, not being alone in my own head, remembering…” Everyone was listening to her now, even Haanōbō, who knew nothing of Haru-san’s past struggles. “…but seeing how far we’ve come, and the stupid, amusing farce of Akio-kun claiming a new sister, it all seemed to melt away. It’s strange…”

Just what do you really want to do, Akio-kun? Her voice sounded in my head suddenly, showing the greater control she had over her gifts. The Tengu are very confused. Although at least one seems to be having a good time. She inclined her head at Arangbō, who despite supposedly resting, gathering his strength, was laughing raucously, another massive mug of sake being poured down his throat, quite the feat considering the long-nosed crimson mask he wore. Poor Haanōbō doesn’t know where to look or what to do.

I know. If I’d have just challenged her brothers and beat them into the ground anyway without the wager, this would have all resolved itself. But I got rather pissed off. I guess Resilience wasn’t doing its job properly. Really, there’s no harm in it though, is there? We are all going to be allies after this…

Tell that to your actual sister. As for allies… don’t you still have to fight Tarōbō when all this is done?

Yes, possibly. I cast my gaze over to the powerful Tengu, whose strength was certainly on a par with mine, by the feel of his League. But first we have to deal with the dungeon… Our mental conversation concluded, taking a mere fraction of a second, Haru-san continued speaking to Kana.

“…the death of fear is humour. That and strength. I’m strong now… and so is Akio-kun. And he’ll protect us… so…” she took a deep breath, despite being an Onryō and in the Boundary, where such things were merely a matter of reflex. “…I decided to be braver. I can’t stay afraid forever.”

“And to answer your question from before, Kana…” I changed the subject, as even despite Haru-san’s brave words I could see some darkness hidden in her eyes still. Yeah, I’m glad she’s taken a step forward, but despite what she says, letting go of such a traumatic fate as she endured will take many such steps… “We used a lot of effort during the trials, so we’re recharging. No point taking risks. And speaking of risks…” I turned to look at Yasaka-san, who sighed.

“Time for another question then? I’ll see what I can do.” he complained, and that drew the attention of the Four Directions too. Seeing everyone watching, he groaned, only to be reassured by Prince Shōtoku, who was also staying behind. With some kind words, Yasaka-san waited for the question.

“We’ve established that the Lost Flame Of Naraka is something else that has leaked through the cracks in the Boundary, drawn to a similar fire already inside. And that it functions close to a Spawning Spire, in a way…”

“The questions to get that far hurt my head.” Yasaka-san complained, though this time there was no blood or damage to his Chakra network, merely exhaustion, the Levelling and training he was doing obviously paying off. “So, just ask it.”

“…how can we destroy the dungeon below the Sacred Flame, and if we do, will it have a negative impact on the Flame and Mount Atago?” That was important, I had no wish to destroy the very Flame we were here to save.

“That one.... ugh, my head.” Yasaka-san’s face twisted into a pained expression, and this time there was some blood, a trickle leaking from one nostril. The Book appeared, only visible to Yasaka-san and those of us with special Eyes, and he read the words. “The source of the Flame… it has eaten into the space within the mountain, causing the dungeon to spread and intensify the creation of the damned spirits of fire…” he read. “...and as the Lost Flame spreads, causing further expansion, it’s leaking into the Flame already here, corrupting it. To banish it, we need to remove every scrap of the Lost Flame, and if it is removed safely from the Sacred Flame, it should do it no harm, even strengthen it, perhaps…” The Book closed and vanished in a cascade of aether, and he slumped down. “Is that it? Any more you need to know?”

I looked around, my expression questioning, and nobody had anything to add, as we had gathered enough information, until Arangbō spoke up. “I have a question, knowledgeable one.”

“Oh really. What a lucky break for me…” Yasaka-san groused.

“Yes, will my dear sister Haanōbō find happiness in the future with her new family?” he guffawed loudly, clearly either drunk or in good spirits. As Haanōbō’s wings dipped, her screech of annoyance ringing out, I couldn’t help but notice that Fungbō was glaring at me, eyes filled with bitter feelings. Grow up, you lost, live with it. Your other brothers have… even the arrogant Shungbō seemed to have put aside his anger and was gathering his strength for the mission ahead.

“Hah, not even Minerva can answer that one. And I’m not stupid enough to ask. Touching on the future hurts.” Yasaka-san laughed, tearing into a chunk of boar meat still on the bone. “Ask Akio-san that, not Minerva.”

“I think we hardly need the power of the Gods for that.” Motoko offered happily. She and Natsumi had used little of their strength, so were eager to get started, and had been checking over their weapons again and again, making sure they were in perfect condition. “Akio does not abandon those he chooses to protect, and like us, she too can find comfort in being cherished and defended.”

“That is quite enough.” Haanōbō insisted bitterly. “I am grateful my pride and honour is restored, but this talk of being a sister… it is a mistake, a misunderstanding…”

“I see. Aiming for more? Get to the back of the line.” Bell laughed. She was examining her arrows, and also the several quivers full of shafts the Tengu had brought, trimming the fletching and feathers to her taste.

“No, this is all a mistake!” Haanōbō’s wings shook as she protested yet again, and laughter filled the air. I closed my eyes for a moment, checking my elemental resources. I recovered many of them quite quickly, due to having a lunar Chakra, several Classes relating to the elements and other benefits, but I was still far from my peak. It should be enough though. We don’t have to rush, slow and steady wins the race…

“We should all calm ourselves.” Daiyu insisted, and Haanōbō fell silent. “There is time yet, and we are to regain our expended energies. That is our duty, we are not here merely to celebrate.”

“I do my best recovering when I am feasting, like all real men.” Arangbō snorted, clearly enjoying the spectacle. “Hearty appetites are what befits a man, though…” He glanced at Motoko too. “…a woman who eats well, drinks well and… enjoys life well… is a delight too.”

“I thank you.” Motoko inclined her head. “Though I do not care for drinking overmuch. Enough to be sociable, yes, but martial artists, warriors, must always be in control of themselves.”

“I feel your words have some wisdom, however.” Daiyu remarked. She turned her dark eyes to mine, and pointed to a number of the distant tents that were set up, now mostly empty, the supplies within broached for the feasts. “I think we would be calmer, and better prepared, were we to… settle our minds and bodies.” She turned her gaze on Motoko, Natsumi and Kana. “…you are all too tense, too excited. I understand it, yet… this is a dangerous task ahead of us. The Tengu are expecting casualties.”

Haanōbō, who was sullen due to the teasing, still spoke up. “We do not wish such, but we are not foolish enough to believe there shall be no losses. We have lost many Tengu already, yet… now we have a clearer indication of what we face. Why, are you fearful?”

“Hardly.” Daiyu shook her head, glancing at me, and I nodded. “Instead, I simply do not like being unprepared. And I do confess…” She stared up at the skies filled with sparkling fireworks, flying Tengu and music. “…the scene has sparked emotions within me, a desire…”

“I’ll… be sure to keep everyone out.” Haru-san promised, and I winced, understanding what Daiyu wanted, and also, if I was honest… perhaps it’s the booze, or the challenges, or like she says, the rare, festive atmosphere, but I too… long for the touch of a woman, before entering those dark, depressing caves. Though… I have Eri, so more would be greedy, and this isn’t really the place…

“Oh. Daiyu, you’re lustier than I thought.” Kana flushed. “I’ll… sit it out too, but… don’t you worry someone will intrude on you, or peek? And… won’t it deplete your stamina further?”

Understanding now, Motoko and Natsumi exchanged a rather longing glance, and Yasaka-san turned away, grabbing another large mug of sake, and after wiping a droplet of blood from his nose, he turned to Arangbō. “These youngsters have too much energy, and too much boldness. Won’t you keep me company, drink with me? It’s not like I’m being dragged to the depths, is it? So I can get as drunk as I want.”

“Very well then. I never turn down the chance to drink. It will not hamper my prowess in battle, for sake is like my blood.” Arangbō chuckled. “Dear sister, why not go and deepen your relationship with your new family? You are as frosty as the Winter you embody, but seeing you thawed by passion…”

As Haanōbō leapt to her feet, gaze angry, wings waving threateningly, I stood myself. “I think you go too far, Arangbō. Don’t taunt her so.”

“Oh, I shall hold my peace then. Though… if you were to ask her, perhaps with a bit of forcefulness, like you showed before…” he continued his teasing, despite his words. “…perhaps she would yield.”

“I’m not interesting in yielding, or forcing. Daiyu… do you think we have time?”

“The feast will continue until the remaining scouts return.” Arangbō shrugged his massive shoulders, pouring Yasaka-san more alcohol. “An hour at least, perhaps more.”

“Enough, yet…” Daiyu glanced at Motoko and Natsumi, who looked so painfully eager, she had to concede. “…we must be swift, and not greedy.”

“I expect you don’t want my company?” Bell teasingly pulled at the neckline of her shirt, and I grimaced, though I knew she was only joking. Seeing that, her smile was rather resigned. “Such a shame. But… I will guard outside, make sure there is none of that… peeking… you feared.”

“Now I’m feeling even more conflicted.” Kana took another sip of sake, as if to drown her doubts. “It’s one thing knowing you’re there with Eri back in the Material, but here… you’ll be in earshot.”

“Take this.” Arangbō tossed me some sort of black stone key, and I caught it, surprised. At that, he guffawed. “Yes, it might have been proper for Haanōbō to offer you her home, but… perhaps it is a thermal too steep for her to climb. Before you protest, it is not my abode, but a storage shed further towards the slopes. It offers… some privacy. Though do not tarry overlong, if Great Tarōbō finds his champions missing to… indulge their appetites…”

“Enough!” Haanōbō waved her white wings with aggravation. “Brother, leave them be. If they need time to… compose themselves, to raise their fighting spirits, then… we should leave them to their preparations. The weapons are checked, our bellies filled, now…”

“Poor choice of words…” Yasaka-san muttered, but we pretended not to hear them.

“Yes, our arrows are all in order.” Bell agreed. “And I’m told it’s not uncommon, for those Way-Wardens who have lovers, for them to… indulge… before battle, as they say that fear of possible death requires affirmation of life to combat it. Not that I’d know, I wouldn’t want you to think that.” Bell winked a blue eye at me.

“Yes. I feel it keenly. And I admit to being slightly scared.” Motoko conceded, and Natsumi agreed.

“We’ve been training for this our whole lives, never expecting it would actually happen, but… now it comes to it… wait, Daiyu, is that why you suggested this?”

“One reason.” Daiyu nodded. “It shall affirm your bonds, and also soothe your hearts and give courage. But in truth… I also wish for it.”

“So bold.” Kana shook her head admiringly. “I wonder if I’ll be like that once I’ve… never mind.” Her face was pink under the light of the fires. “Yes, Bell, you go guard the door, if you can stomach the envy.” The Elf chuckled at that and nodded. “I’ll… keep Haru-chan company, along with Na-san and Haanōbō…”

“No thoughts of me?” Yasaka-san drawled, and Kana shot him an exasperated look.

“Of course not, you’re drinking with the big Tengu, aren’t you? If you want me to talk to you like you’re my father, I can, but…”

“No, I’ll pass.” he agreed. “Having you pour my sake and listen to me ramble would just provoke Akio-san, and he’ll make me suffer in the next round of questions.”

“He just might.” Kana agreed with a giggle. Now that we had decided, Daiyu stood, impatient and unwilling to waste any more time, and the five of us were soon heading away from the bustle of the festival, slipping our largely unnoticed, though Fungbō was watching us, his eyes hard and cold…
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“It’s not bad in here.” Natsumi chuckled, brushing the dust from some large piles of blankets in one corner of the cosy storage shed. It had thick, wooden walls, which did have a few gaps which let in a little of the light from the distant festival fires, making a pretty, crisscrossing pattern within, giving us enough light to see each other. “It’s mostly quiet, but we can faintly hear the music.”

“Yes, it is rather… cozy. Rustic perhaps. I just hope there are no bugs.” Motoko scanned the area, and Daiyu shrugged.

“My Qi Perception has not detected any notable bothers. Now then… we must make haste. Put aside the fears of whether you will be able to perform as you wish, whether you will excel… and most definitely set aside fears of injury or death, for Akio will not…” She stepped up, and quickly stripped off my Brigandine, leaving me topless. “…let you perish. Here.” She placed her own head against my chest. “Listen with me. To his heartbeat. To… life.”

Natsumi put her head next to Daiyu’s, while Motoko was a little behind. Having all three pushing up against me was pleasant, their fragrances tickling my nose as their hair tickled my chest. I then jumped as Natsumi stroked my chest cheekily, trailing her fingers along it and down to my nipple.

“Yes, it does reassure me.” She took a deep breath. “I just… this isn’t like training in the Boundary, or even the challenges. This is… real. We can fail…”

“We can.” Daiyu agreed. “Yet we will not. I have failed before. Lost comrades.” It was something she seldom spoke of. “That was a grave mission too, one I did not complete, though circumstances were far from favourable, and our ruin was set before we even arrived. But… I lived, despite that disaster. So… even if we fail, which we will not…” Her black eyes brooked no argument. “…we, and Kana, Haru, Yasaka, Bellaera, who is no doubt listening outside though she perhaps should not…” There was a guilty thud against the wall then. “…even Chen Na, who was our enemy… Akio will bring us all out alive.”

“Or as Haru-san would perhaps say, all except her, I’d bring her out dead.” I hugged their heads, planting kisses on their brows, before sitting down on the piled blankets which made an adequate bed. “We don’t have long. Arangbō is right, if we’re late due to this, it’d bring us shame. So, unlike usual, where we have all night, let’s be… swift. But that doesn’t mean unpleasant.”

I made sure to kiss them all deeply. First was Daiyu, her tongue passionate and fierce, tangling with mine, our saliva scattering. Motoko and Natsumi cheerfully stripped me of my lower armour, leaving me naked and standing to attention. Motoko folded it neatly and set it aside, like a newlywed wife welcoming her tired husband home from work, while Natsumi ran a finger over my shaft, teasing my glans, making me shiver, which just intensified my kiss with Daiyu, but before Natsumi could swallow my cock, her lips pursed, Daiyu pulled away, a thin bridge of saliva linking us for a moment.

“All things in order.” she insisted, and with a smile, Natsumi winked, before lifting her head and taking my tongue, sucking on it with her lips. As she did that, Daiyu and Motoko moved to her side, and began to strip her of her hakama, and the Brigandine bodysuit underneath. Soon, Natsumi’s decently sized breasts bounced free, and I couldn’t help but grope and tease them. She moaned, tongue probing me harder, but as they slid off the remnants of her armour, leaving her in a single pair of white silk panties, already showing a little transparency as she became damp, she pulled away, breathing heavily, chest heaving.

“My turn.” As Natsumi stepped back, Motoko leaned in, and her tongue poked into my mouth. This time, Daiyu started stripping her from the bottom, and seeing that, Natsumi giggled, and soon Motoko’s pair of sky-blue panties was exposed, though her modest chest was hidden. I reached down, grabbing her ass as we kissed, and she shivered, though not all from arousal. As Natsumi helped Daiyu pull off her own robes, revealing neat black underwear, a tidy yet mature look, Motoko’s breathing became more even, and she stared into my eyes, her brown eyes bright, as she calmed down.

“Better…?” I asked, as we pulled apart for a moment, though moments later, Natsumi had her bra off, and Motoko’s small chest was freed, nipples standing hard in the darkness, her skin slightly clammy.

“Yes, I am calming. This is… a good lesson for us. I thank you, Daiyu.”

“It is not just for you. I wish it as well.” Daiyu insisted, then Motoko yelped as I placed my head against her chest.

“Yes, I hear your heartbeat too. it does sound calmer, but… what if I do… this?”

I reached out with my tongue, licking her nipple playfully, and she shivered, lips parting in a pleased, damp moan. Seeing that, Natsumi unclasped Daiyu’s bra, so now they were all alike in just panties, in white, black and blue. Now they were all equal, Natsumi knelt on one side of my cock, Daiyu the other, and while I groped Motoko, the two girls quickly began to lick me, Daiyu’s small hands cupping my balls, expertly stroking the base of my cock as well, remembering the techniques she had learned during our marathon Dual Cultivation session when we first made love.

I lifted my face from Motoko’s chest, taking her mouth again. My fingers slid inside the sky blue cloth covering her slit, and soon was tracing her damp pussy, massaging it gently, slick with nectar. My other hand was clasped by hers, and as I teased her with both a passionate, deep kiss and my probing, stroking fingers, her skin was pink with arousal. I grunted too, Natsumi’s mouth around my cock clumsily licking and slurping, and combined with Daiyu’s expert ministrations, I could feel a hot weight rising.

“I think… ahn… Motoko’s…. ready, Akio…” It was a little hard to hear Natsumi clearly as she was speaking while sucking my dick, but we understood enough. “…too.”

“Yes, we cannot waste the pleasure, I am afraid.” Daiyu finished licking my shaft, careful not to bang heads with Natsumi, before tightening her grip, squeezing me, and I groaned.

“Yeah. One each, it seems a little… unfulfilling, but…” Natsumi brightened. “…I’m already excited. Going to battle, with Akio’s warmth inside me…”

“Not quite what I was expecting, but… I am pleased your desire is overriding your trepidation.” Daiyu managed a dry chuckle. “Now…” She circled my hard cock with her hands. “Prepare her.”

Natsumi needed no second invitation, spreading Motoko’s legs a little, and gently easing down her panties, revealing my damp fingers massaging her clit and slit, her thighs already soaked. Seeing that, Daiyu guided my cock to Motoko’s entrance, and as the glans pushed against her, spreading her slowly open, my lips parted from hers.

“Are you ready?” I asked, and voice melting, she responded with warm enthusiasm, her breath heavy and hot.

“Always. I confess, this seems rather improper and immoral, like we are having relations where we should not, as if we have merely slipped away during a party to a servant’s quarters, and I will have to return, my dress soiled, my flesh pink, my body stained, hoping no one will notice, and yet secretly wishing they do…”

“I see.” I chuckled, kissing her again, as she melted into me, while Natsumi giggled behind me. “You noble girls…” I breathed when we parted, saliva scattering, dripping down her chin to her modest breasts below. “…have quite the imagination, but…”

I moved my hips, and my cock slid inside, spreading her open, teasing her quivering insides, until it came to a rest deep inside her pussy, scraping at her tender, writhing innards, love nectar and precum drooling. “…you’re not exactly wrong.”

With one more kiss I carried her, my dick still piercing her to the root, to the makeshift bed, and laid her down. Her arms snaked around me, and, as she begged for more kisses, I obliged, even as I began to move, Natsumi and Daiyu watching on, their own panties damp, though it was more revealing in Natsumi’s case, her white fabric now transparent, displaying her twitching slit.

“Yes, there, that. Tighten your grip around me… ahn…uh… Akio, make me feel… ahh… safe!” Motoko begged, her breath coming fast, sighs damp.

It makes sense. I should have noticed Motoko and Natsumi were starting to feel the strain. I was too caught up in their confidence, or rather their desire to finally reach what is the fruition of their long-held dreams. Using their Arts in not merely a simple way, but in a mission of great importance. It’s only natural they were afraid, deep within. Fortunately, Daiyu noticed, as she’s always perceiving those around her at a deeper level…

“You are safe with me.” I promised, as I began to move. I pulled her up into the seated position so my arms could wrap around her in a hug, and as my cock slid in and out of her pussy, love nectar and precum foaming, we kissed again and again, tongues moving in time to the lascivious contact between my cock and her deepest regions. The sex was sweaty, passionate, but somehow, almost gentle.

“I… ahn… ahn… will feel better… uh… soon, I promise…” Motoko whispered as our lips parted. My hands were stroking her back, foregoing our usual lewd teasing for a more relaxing, comforting bout of sex. “It is not… that I am… ah… wavering, it is just…” Her words were cut off by a moan, as her sensitive body crept towards ecstasy, my cock rubbing at the inner places which made her body shudder.

“I know.” I promised, my own voice higher pitched than usual from the pleasure. Motoko, who always seemed so bold, was smaller, somehow, and that evoked my protective instincts, but also sent my desire spiking. I kissed her lips, her cheeks, her forehead, the nape of her neck, and even slid down to lick and suck her hard buds which were her nipples. I teasingly nibbled on them gently, and she gasped, the sensations and slow grinding of my thrusts making her speed up her own movements, bottom bouncing in my lap, in time with her hoarse, passionate moans as my dick slid in and out of her pussy, scattering fragrant droplets everywhere.

The blankets will need a cleanse. I’m not leaving that behind, as…

“Do not… ahn… be so foolish…” Motoko took my ear between her lips, and even as I sucked at her chest, she bit and licked my ear, improvising. I giggled, increasing the pressure a little, and then drove my weight up, shifting the angle.

“You… ahh… wah…” Motoko shuddered, and her jaw closed, nipping my ear, which made me grateful she wasn’t giving me a blowjob at the time. Her body convulsed, and her skin was hot and pink as she moaned.

“That was… intense…” Natsumi muttered, her hand idly tracing her outlined slit through transparent material. She wasn’t masturbating, I didn’t think the noble daughters did such, but she was still gently stoking her own fires, expression rapt, cheeks bright pink, as was all her exposed flesh. “I want it too, but… Motoko… seems happy.”

“She is, though… true happiness is not yet upon her.” Daiyu was more composed, but the damp sheen in her obsidian eyes and the fact her own black panties were clearly wet showed her own desires.

“That’s right…” I nuzzled at Motoko’s exhausted, sweaty face, and she offered her lips gently, even as I kept moving, slightly slower than before, but enough to keep her body quivering with passion. “…let my love… uh… fill you!” I suddenly sped up, my lips locked to Motoko’s, her breath stopped. But she responded, eyes moist, sweat dripping, turning to silver mist that floated away, as did her cares.

Motoko struggled to speak even as we kissed, but while her words were muffled, indistinct, hot breath in my mouth matching the heat of her eagerly searching, passionate tongue, I instinctively understood them.

I love you too. And yes, I’m often scared too, but… like Daiyu, I’ve tasted defeat, and it was awful. I’d much rather… taste all of you, your heart!

My thrusting intensified, and Motoko’s barely fading fires renewed, and this time she squirted, sticky nectars scattering across my thighs. That was matched by my own orgasm, a hot tide of cum pouring into her pussy, mixing with her juices, gulped down by her twitching insides, even as more spilled free, making a sticky mess. That intensified her orgasm, and she tightened her arms and legs around me, as if never wanting to let go, even as we kissed breathlessly, for what seemed like an eternity, until we finally parted, her brown eyes serene, calm and happily exhausted.

“Puah…” Motoko made a satisfied and slightly undignified sound as I laid her down, my cock popping free with a wet splat and more cloudy, pearlescent liquid flowing. “So… so warm.” One hand touched her belly, where my semen now resided. “And so…” She patted my head, as if comforting me too. “…is your love. I never forgot that, never will. It was just… oh, I do not… know anymore.” Her words were a bit disjointed, the afterglow of sex still lingering, but her smile was once more free of hesitation. “It is not the dying, or getting injured… it is the thought of failing now, when… when I have so much to uphold.”

“Do you?” I asked, kissing her tenderly again, stroking her hair. “All you have to do, to be… is the best Motoko you can be. And that’s enough.”

“Maybe.” she disagreed, after more kisses, allowing the heat of her body to cool down, her breath to settle. “But I am a greedy woman. I want more. But now… I am calm and at peace. Daiyu was correct. We are warriors, but also… a man and a woman. So we can connect hearts and bodies this way, share our reassurance.”

“That’s enough.” Natsumi could wait no longer. “Daiyu, you can go first, but…”

“So eager, Natsumi?” Motoko raised one eyebrow, chuckling, even as she kissed me again, teasing her friend. When we parted, lips damp with each other’s flavour, Daiyu gave Natsumi a gentle push forward, and she fell down on my other side, and quickly snatched my lips.

“Mmm, ahh… perfect…” Natsumi pressed my hand to her chest when our lips parted. “Can you feel my racing heart?”

“I can smell your eagerness too.” Motoko grinned, gently reaching out and peeling down Natsumi’s sodden panties, her slit twitching slightly as it was bared to us. “What happened to our teachings of patience?”

At Motoko’s teasing words, Natsumi blinked, but continued to kiss me until she was satisfied. When she was done, she noticed my cock was erect again, Motoko having helpfully stroked it to firmness, though she couldn’t help but tease my glans with her thumbs, making me shiver.

“Patience is a Tsumura virtue, but so is bold, decisive action when needed… ahh… wait, I’m… sensitive…” I slid my finger down, spreading Natsumi’s pussy open, as well as attacking her clit, even as the hand she held to her breast squeezed and kneaded, flicking her hard nipple too, making her shudder in pleasure, more liquids seeping from her.

“We don’t…” she gasped, before further moans were wrung from her as Motoko slid the tip of my cock to her pussy, and the entrance slid open, her insides eagerly quivering. “…have time to dally… ahn… oh… it’s coming in…” Her tongue tangled with mine, but once we parted, Motoko seized my lips, kissing me too, and when she rolled away, a satisfied expression on her face, lips damp again, she murmured a thought.

“This is… not usual, is it? Even those of the nobility who have mistresses and concubines… they would not play together like this, would they?”

“That’s… ahn… uh… don’t move for a moment, please!” Natsumi begged, her body clamping down on my cock, pussy constricting and relaxing as if trying to milk me already. As I complied, kissing the tips of her curly hair, ears, neck and then sliding down to her free breast, mimicking what I’d done with Motoko, though in this case it was more sucking on a ripe peach, as she was bustier than her best friend, though I found both equally delightful, she managed to explain, her words halting.

“…because we… oh, it’s like… ahn… weight inside. We resolved to share everything. We both… love Akio, and… ahn… ah… not the same, but… love each other. Love… ah… you too, Daiyu, and… all Akio… loves. Embarrassing, but… burns with… good… shame.”

“I see. Yes. That makes sense.” Motoko snatched my lips again, pulling my head up, and then asked Daiyu to kiss me. She did, her tongue techniques different, more practised, due to her rapid understanding of sex during our marathon Dual Cultivation session. Daiyu licked her own lips once done, even as Natsumi eagerly finished off the experiment. When all three of them were sated, after a dozen more kisses, long, short, fierce, gentle and everything in-between, Natsumi managed a soft, strangely erotic giggle. Hearing that, I couldn’t wait any longer, hoisting her into the kind, reassuring front sitting position, arms around her, and I began to bounce her up and down, driving my cock deep inside her.

“Sharing… makes us… ahn… uh… yes, there!” Natsumi gasped, losing her train of thought as we began to make love. Her hands tightened on my back, though one slid up to stroke my sweaty hair, and her melting, sexually excited smile was also gentle, as were her brown eyes. “….a family. We are… ahn… oh… yes… not a normal one, but… we have love, and… ahn… respect and… trust, ahn, ah, oh… so there is no… shame, just… thrill of… ahn… uh, ahn, ahn… yes…”

Natsumi, perhaps because of her arousal from earlier, was rising towards climax rapidly, and had become barely coherent, though we all smiled at the point she made. I was still a little way from that, and judging from my expression, Daiyu chuckled, pressing her modest but perfectly formed breasts against my back. Seeing that, Motoko joined in, reaching around me to toy with my balls, squeezing and stroking the damp base of my cock as it slid out of Natsumi’s pussy.

“I believe I understand.” Motoko was unbothered about having her delicate, long fingers soiled with a mixture of my cum, and hers and Natsumi’s nectars. “There is nothing dirty about this. And while others may scorn us…”

“What… ahn… uh… we care… is all… that… ahn… matters!” Natsumi shuddered in my grip, and Motoko gripped my cock tightly, almost forcing me to cum again, and it was soon spouting into Natsumi’s eager insides, her pussy and deeper places gulping my sperm as if it was a delicacy. Despite that, more flowed down, dirtying Motoko’s fingers, and with a smile, she licked it off, before offering a finger to Daiyu, who, with a slight smile, sucked it clean without any erotic preamble, merely licking her lips.

“Yes, that is… your bitter flavour. I certainly do not hate it, I take comfort in it now.” Daiyu observed, even as Natsumi’s tongue was gently lapping at Motoko’s remaining fingers.

“How can we? It calms my heart. And I know you are the same, Natsumi…” Motoko daintily dried her wet hand, as if nothing had happened.

“I… I am.” Natsumi breathed, pussy twitching, my cock, stiff despite losing some vigour, still inside her. I laid her down, and she smiled warmly as I held her, and Motoko gently combed her sweat-plastered hair away from her forehead.

“I… feel at peace. No matter what happens… I’ll… do my best. And… I can do that, because… I’m not alone. And I never will be again.”

“Wise words.” Motoko chuckled, and Daiyu’s slight smile grew in intensity as she carelessly stripped off her own black panties, standing bare and proud.

“Indeed, our strength is that we are not disparate, but… bound together. The bonds of a Sect are great, yet… that still will not prevent others trying to get ahead. There are few friendships that can stand the allure of power, of self-interest.”

Motoko finished comforting Natsumi as she bathed in her post orgasm glow, and slid aside genteelly, allowing Daiyu to come up beside me.

“But our bonds… are ties that cannot be measured in terms of profit or loss. Only in love and respect, so… yes, our bodies and hearts exposed, we can understand and allay each other’s fears. And while… I do feel a twinge of shame at the impropriety…” Daiyu’s skin darkened ever so slightly with arousal as she considered it.

“The shame only… ah… excites!” Natsumi rose and kissed me fiercely, undoing much of Motoko’s efforts to tidy her, much to her amusement. When we parted, Daiyu seized my lips, and her slender yet muscular, trained yet soft legs circled my back.

“I feel my mind would be best cleared by… exercise.” Daiyu declared when we parted, a bridge of saliva linking us. “My fears are not the same as yours, Motoko, Natsumi, yet… I hope you both realise, while they are far from groundless, that what we face indeed… ahn…” She spread her legs, arms on my shoulders, eyes staring deep into mine, and our tongues were out, touching each other in the open, a wet, seductive dance, spit scattering.

“…is perilous and critical, you… are equal to the task, and… ahn…” She slid my cock deep inside her, and she gasped as we became one. “…if you are… ah… not, then together, we are. For… we have none of the… yes, there. I feel it.” Daiyu was determined to do the movements herself, unlike my lovemaking with the others, so she began to rock up and down, sliding up my shaft, twisting her tight ass, using her legs to cling to me, and the corkscrewing, squeezing motions rapidly ignited my ardour, even as it wrung droplets of her nectars from her pussy.

I used one arm to hug her, as I had the others, but my second I let enjoy her body freely, the velvet feel of her skin, the texture of her hair, soft firmness of her breasts, springy ass, and the hot thrill of her clit and damp joy of her pussy lips.

“Yes, your touch, my Dao… Companion… delights. Heart and spirit as… ahn, uh… one! Just as… we are all… unique, ahn… ah, ourselves… but of one… heart and ahn… ah… faster now, I will… go faster… purpose, so… ahn… fear nothing!”

Daiyu was being unusually expressive, and we exchanged a knowing glance even as we kissed, and my finger teased her clit, sending spasms of pleasure through her heating body, each of which I could feel, as her pussy tightened around my engorged cock. Somehow she was rubbing the glans with her deepest parts, which were also beating, like a heart, eager for my release, and her legs were preventing me from moving, yet also somehow forcing me to penetrate her with every movement of her waist.

Thank you, Daiyu. Looking at how aroused and relaxed the two of them are now, your invitation has worked. I worry about Kana a little too, but… I think she’s not got the weight of expectation these two have, and she just wants to be safe, rather than also excel. I don’t blame her. She’ll do her part, I know it, but won’t stress over it as much. She’s a wise girl, despite her inexperience…

“No need… ahn…” Daiyu muttered, reading my intentions from my eyes. “…I wanted this… ahn… too. Though… because the festivities… ahn… uh… heated my ardour. Since… we became… Dao Companions… I have… ahn… a fire inside which can… not… ahn… be quenched. But … I… ahn, ah… know how to… share, so… ah, uh… ahn!”

Her words sparked faster movement, and I felt a hot weight rising within me too. As she continued her motions, now rocking to the left, making sure her descending and ascending motions were grinding my cock into her sensitive spots, she gaped, a trickle of drool leaking from her mouth, and we locked lips, and I licked it up, proving I too had no qualms about accepting all of them, the messy and the sexy, the troubled and the charming.

“When the move is finalised, we should take advantage.” Motoko was saying, as she and Natsumi lay on either side of us, watching with warm eyes. Yes, it’s things like this I don’t get. Harmoniously watching as Daiyu and I make love must trouble them, but… they’ve accepted it as the way it is. I love that about them… their kindness to others, their ability to share…

“Yes, there is a hot springs, isn’t there? Well protected from prying eyes. I know it’s extremely bad manners to make love in the water, but…”

“Sometimes bad manners are appropriate. A lesson that our parents and the teachers at Hanafubuki wisely declined to teach us.” Motoko chuckled, hand tracing down my back idly, and Natsumi joined her. My flesh tingled, even as Daiyu took that as a challenge, and her legs contracted, pulling down so she slid onto me, my dick driving deeper than ever, and it felt as if my cock was getting squeezed too, like in a fist, wringing a groan from me.

Daiyu’s eyes sparkled with triumph, and she continued to slam us together, wet, slapping noises echoing, our moans and gasps the only other sounds, even Motoko and Natsumi falling silent, their eyes sparkling as they watched.

“Our hearts… and.. ahn… ah… Dao as… ahn… one!” Daiyu cried in ecstasy, and I nodded, lips meeting, while my free hand entwined with hers. She shuddered, but didn’t relent, her training and great agility keeping her legs moving, driving me somehow even deeper, compressing her insides. That was enough to release the hot pressure within me, and I fountained out a tide of semen, soaking her insides, the volume not much diminished, despite my earlier ejaculations.

“These blankets are ruined…” Natsumi giggled, unbothered by Daiyu’s passionate embrace of me, even as our juices spurted out of where we were joined. I started to slide free, but instead she used her last strength to keep moving her body, prolonging our passion, and I continued cumming until my stomach felt hollow and weak, balls empty. Then, with one final, tremulous yet passionate kiss, she slumped, her strength robbed by the bliss of her tremendous, lingering orgasm.

“Why yes, they very much are.” Motoko agreed. “Though perhaps Akio…”

“I will.” I muttered, slicked with sweat, and as exhausted as if I’d ran a marathon, or rather, ran one before I became a Chosen. Still, the sensation was pleasurable, tender, and as my now shrinking cock plopped free of Daiyu, Natsumi traced it with a finger idly, making me shiver.

“It’s cute even small, but… I like it big too. Men are strange creatures. So unlike us women, yet not…”

“Indeed. We are all seeking love, passion, and a place to belong. I think… the nobility forgot that somewhere.” Motoko agreed, before batting Natsumi’s hand away playfully. “Alas, we do not have time for a second round…”

“You only say that because you came twice.” Natsumi teased, and Motoko flushed.

“Perhaps, yet we all received his warmth deep inside.” She patted her own belly, before reaching out and gently touching Natsumi’s and Daiyu’s. “And with it… reassurance. And fulfilment of desire.”

“Yeah. Honestly, my head feels clearer too now.” I admitted, taking it in turns to kiss them and stroke their hair and heads, proper aftercare for the love we’d shared. “And while I’d love to indulge, if we’re late…”

I stood, and moments later, so did the girls, Natsumi helping Daiyu up as her legs were still shaky. As they searched for their discarded clothes and armour, grabbing wet panties, I grimaced, and raised my hand, wind, flame and aether surging, just a little, drying the wet underwear, and yes, cleaning the blankets we’d used as a bed.

I’m not a bastard after all. Arangbō did lend us this place. Although… I remembered Bell was standing guard, and momentarily did feel a bit of a shit. “Hey, are you all okay?” I asked, as they wiped each other down quickly. “Isn’t it going to be a bit…”

“It shall be fine.” Daiyu grinned, tightening her pussy through will and impeccable understanding of all her body’s muscles. “I shall not leak, I will hold your love and your sentiments inside.”

“We are not so… trained.” Motoko chuckled ruefully, Natsumi nodding wryly beside her, even as they put their legs through their cleaned underwear. I noticed they had wadded up some cloth though, sticking it in their panties. “But we are female warriors.”

“Yes, it’s extremely uncouth to talk about such.” Natsumi agreed. “But we are women who aspired to be martial artists, warriors. There are the times when… we do leak. So we are prepared.”

“It was not supposed to be your male seed though. Fortunately we have our parents’ blessings, else we should die of shame.” Motoko flushed, her panties now in place, and the rest of her clothes being donned.

Yeah, not a subject most women, and especially most guys, like talking about, but…

“If you’re sure. Though…” I began, only for Motoko to shake her head.

“It is fine. Daiyu understands. Lest we backslide during our upcoming trial, all we must do is feel your warmth deep in our bellies. Consider it… your presence with us at all times.”

Natsumi nodded, and Daiyu stretched, working out the kinks in her tired legs. “Yes. Now, we must rejoin the final party and gather ourselves for what comes. We have not used much strength, but even so… I would be in my best condition for this. Mentally, I most certainly am now…”

With a last set of chuckles, we finished dressing, and soon left our brief distraction behind, the girls now no longer tense, but calm and ready for whatever would come…
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“You had fun then?” Bell asked, appearing calm, but her long, Elven ears were pink, and wavering restlessly, giving away her embarrassment.

“Undoubtedly. And more to the point, we now feel calm and prepared for anything.” Motoko spoke for them, and Bell nodded.

“It looks it. I didn’t say much before, since it was your first major task, but I’ve seen many Way-Wardens, brave ones, wracked with uncertainty, underperform. But then, many who understand fear and trepidation go on to great feats of valour. So cheer up… I would say, except… you have.” She shrugged, blue eyes narrowing. “I now understand why those Way-Wardens with lovers seek them out before great battles, not just hearing their words.”

“Perhaps one day, you too…” Natsumi began, and Bell laughed, glancing at me boldly.

“Maybe. But I’m a patient Elf, I can set aside my personal feelings for what needs to be done. And right now…”

“Yes, right now we have to cleanse the flame and root out the damned spirits here.” I agreed. It’s… not exactly fair, avoiding the clear intentions in Bell’s eyes, but… we have grown a little closer during this trip to Mount Atago, and now isn’t the time. Later… later…

We returned to the celebrating group of Tengu. Most of them hadn’t paid much attention to our departure, nor our return, but on our table, of course they had.

“I don’t need to ask how it was…” Kana giggled, face pink. “Your faces say it all, even yours, Daiyu.”

“Yes, it was… reassuringly sublime.” Motoko agreed, taking her seat and quickly drinking from her mug to calm herself and ease her parched throat. “Do not fear, Akio is with you too, even…”

“Stop doing that.” Kana sighed. “I know you can’t help it. And I know… never mind, waiting will just make it more special for me, for us, right Akio?”

I nodded, agreeing but also there was nothing I could really say to her anyway, as it was her choice, and one I respected deeply. Yeah, when that day comes though, Kana, you’ll enjoy it, I promise!

Yasaka-san was pointedly not looking at us, having the leisure to get extremely drunk, while Haru-san tapped her wrist. “Cutting it fine, Akio-kun. I think their scouts returned. And it didn’t look great.”

“Of course it did not!” Haanōbō raised her voice, tone shrill, clearly nervous, which made sense. “This is a serious matter, not time for… dalliances.”

“Jealous, sister?” Arangbō laughed, though it seemed Shungbō and Fungbō were far from amused, glowering at us from their own seats on far tables. “Perhaps you wished to go…”

“I told you to stop misunderstanding me! I am not so frivolous as to, at this moment…” she cried, white wings flapping, only to fall silent moments later, bowing her head, eyes downcast.

“Silence, Haanōbō of the Winter North.” Tarōbō boomed out, and his staff slammed down. She immediately clamped shut her mouth, her annoyance swallowed, and I opened my eyes to see him looking out over our table. “It is time. The hour grows late, and the corruption spreads.” Several Tengu had returned, injured, as Haru-san had observed, and brought word that ever more of the burning spirits had been spilling out of the cracks in the mountain. Haru-san closed her eyes, and then spoke.

“Yes, some have reached the border of my Territory. The barrier keeps them out, and the forces within can handle them, but if it keeps escalating…”

“Eventually all defences fail. The growth of these poor tormented fragments of spirit, wrapped in a sad, lost Flame, is ever-increasing. A million fire ants can bring down a bear, can they not?” Tarōbō declared, though his voice had softened a little.

Many of the girls shivered at the image, and I didn’t blame them. “All right.” I agreed. “We’ve recovered somewhat, though a little more wouldn’t hurt too…” And don't look at us like that, our brief dalliances actually recovered us strength, I insist! It certainly will allow Motoko and Natsumi to perform at their best...

“Are you afraid?” Fungbō sneered. He had changed his robe, the ripped and muddy white robes now replaced with a pristine set, and he had hastily cleaned his wings, but my keen eyes could still pick up some mud amidst the feathers. “If so, you need not participate. Wait here, gather your pitiful strength, or perhaps skulk off to hide and weep in each other's arms again, and wait for us Tengu to triumph! Mount Atago is ours, the Flame our charge, outsiders!”

“Pitiful strength that ground him into the mud…” Kana whispered to the others loudly. Natsumi and Motoko managed to hide their smiles, their mood now far more relaxed, despite the imminent task, as did Daiyu, but Bell burst out laughing. Offended, Fungbō went to speak further, but Shungbō stopped him, grabbing his arm and shaking his head.

“I understand caution.” Arangbō spoke up. “Bravery is all well and proper, but caution should never be forgotten. We have lost brave Tengu learning the dangers, but… as Great Tarōbō declares, the danger grows even as we speak. A balance between caution and haste is necessary. Besides… tell him, sister.” He turned to Haanōbō, who sighed.

“Forgive the interruption again, Great Tarōbō, but they do not know the power you have stored.”

“Isn’t it just a way to convert negative emotions into an attack?” I asked, and all the Tengu froze. Oh, yes, they never said, I got that information from my Eye…

“That is not all…” Tarōbō declared, detaching the brilliantly glowing gem from his staff. “The jewel can also gather other stronger, positive emotions, and convert them as well…” My Eye shone, and I could see the difference from before.

Gem Of Muted Desires [Item Class: Noble] [Item Type: Artifice]
This gem can draw out and suppress extreme desires and emotions of the bearer or those it targets around them. Such energy can then be converted into Aether and Light Elemental energies and used to restore strength to others, or grant a blessing of Light Element.


“I see. So the staff turns it into a weapon, but originally it’s kind of like a battery, converting emotions to power. Hence the trials and the revelry. I see…” Understanding the purpose now, and Tarōbō’s earlier talk of blessings and power, I nodded.

“Your eyes are keen indeed. Too keen, some might say.” Tarōbō replied. “Now, I shall continue.” As we all settled down, he spoke, raising the jewel up high, the light falling on us. I experimented, drawing in a little with my third eye Chakra, just a trickle, and found it quickly started replenishing my lost aether. Interesting, but then aether can perform light element attacks, if with poor efficiency, so the reverse is true, just that the efficiency here is great…

“The corruption spreads!” The leader of the Tengu repeated, starting from where he had left off before. “Now, I do not know this Minerva, Goddess of a foreign land, but the words her servant speaks…” Yasaka-san grumbled at that, though he had the good sense to do it quietly. “…match my own fears. Fragments of the dead, brought together by flame, granted a bitter existence… such goes against all our Sacred Flame stands for. Brave Tengu, heroes all, have fallen, scouting these rifts, this dungeon…” he said the word with some disgust. “…and it only grows, spreads, rotting the very mountain we have long protected, claimed for our own. But no more. Mount Atago, the Tengu, we shall never yield!” With that everyone was roaring, wings flapping, and a few more fireworks were set off. The gem absorbed some further energy, and Tarōbō held it high.

“All of your despair, your hurt, your grief, your pride, your anger, your bitterness, your rage, your joy and love, your loss and hatred… all your emotions are our strength!” The gem flared, and suddenly rays of light pierced all of us who were selected as champions, to enter the dungeon. I felt energy boiling within me, and amber letters surged through my vision, even as my body started to shiver, exuding dark, vile fragments of impurity. Oops, Eri just got a nasty shock…

Daiyu too was arched over, seeping similar dark ooze. On seeing my expression, she managed to speak. “Uncomfortable? I too am feeling rather unpleasant… yet it is not so bad as the first time.” She sniffed ruefully. “But I would dearly like to wash before entering this place of danger, though I suppose if I did, I would lose the benefit of our earlier... closeness…” A faint flush marked her cheeks as she thought of our lovemaking, and the fact my fluids were still filling her insides.

Kana giggled, waving her hands in front of her nose, saying that the pair of us stunk, and at the slightly offended expression on Daiyu’s face, she apologised, saying she was joking. Everyone was looking at us, so I put on a smile, lightening the sudden tense mood. “Don’t forget, I’m not just here. I was having… a moment with Eri right now, and… well, she’s gone to rinse her mouth out after being sick all over my… uh… torso?”

Many of those here seemed confused, but Haru-san stared at me, her expression a mixture of gleeful and horrified. “She wasn’t? Really? At that timing?”

“She was.” I sighed, embarrassed. “She swallowed something she wasn’t expecting…”

“That’s hideous. You owe her!” Haru-san warned, and I told her I knew that, and was already phoning for a reservation at a nice hotel for the evening. As the light continued to fall, bathing us all with the stored and converted energies of the combined Tengu and indeed us, Haanōbō, whose wing had narrowly avoided being splattered as some more dark slime exuded from my flesh, asked what was going on.

“The energy is great. And it’s resonated with my Spiritually Pure Physique. Daiyu’s too. I guess good deeds don’t go unrewarded. Karma, I suppose.” Apt, considering the Skill that rose and what the jewel does. At least I’m finding it less difficult to exist on the Material as well as here now. All thanks to…

Your Skill, Spiritually Pure Physique has advanced from Rank 2 to Rank 3. Your resistance to Curses, misfortune, poisons and impurities further increases significantly, and your body has been cleansed of Negative Karma by absorbing purified energies stripped of their negative aspects. Your ability to generate Spirit Water has strengthened significantly. Your Eight Moons Chakra Network now functions with less resistance to the flow of Aether, Elemental energies and Adherence, and your Silver Connection is better able to handle transmission of the self.


“Good deeds? Hardly…” Haanōbō narrowed her eyes. “I would almost suspect you were sent here to plague me.” She crossed her arms under her slender chest, yellow-gold eyes fixing me warily.

“You sound like my sister. My other sister.” I corrected cheekily. “If you prefaced that with a cute ‘wow’ it’d be just perfect.”

“Here comes the siscon…” Kana laughed. “I have to say though, I feel fully refreshed, it’s as if all of the struggle before was days ago.”

“Not just that, but…” Bell held up her arrows, and the heads were glowing with light element. My Eye shone, and it seemed that they had temporarily been imbued with a purifying light. I then turned to Haru-san, expecting her to have benefitted as well, and she nodded.

“You’re sharp as ever, Akio-kun. At least in matters that don’t relate to the feelings of girls.” Her smile robbed that of its sting. “Yes, the light, I’ve managed to absorb it. It has strengthened my Mind Healing Light and transformed it. Take a look…” She’s right. Mind Healing Light is gone, and in its place…

Light Of Muted Emotions Rank 6 – This Unique Light Element has evolved and passed the first bottleneck, and it absorbs strong and harmful emotions, converting it to a benevolent, gentle Light that can soothe the mind, drive out possessions and Curses, and temporarily increase the Resilience and Determination of those this Light touches. It can now also affect the bearer of such Light, though the effect is significantly reduced. At higher Ranks it may allow permanent increases to Resilience and Determination, helping to cure mental ailments. An overflow of excessive emotions, either positive or negative, can be converted into Aether and Light Element, and repeated exposure to such converted Light will strengthen the Third Eye Chakra Of Light. [Class: Imperious] [Type: Principle]


“That is different…” I agreed, impressed. “It can… affect you now?” I asked, and she seemed to understand.

“Yes. Though I assure you I am fine. Didn’t I make a breakthrough just before this, Akio-kun? I don’t… need a crutch. I’m living my best life, despite being dead.”

“I know you are. But if you ever do need it, isn’t it a good thing to have it?” I suggested gently, and she nodded, pouting a little.

“You could be right.” Her brown eyes were solemn. “But the best thing is the strengthening. And I can also change the light to darkness element through my Ghost Of Light Class, can’t I? I wonder if I can strengthen my throat Chakra and learn darkness element that way?”

“It must be worth a shot…” Now that I had stopped expelling impurities, the energy that was slowly beginning to fade from the gem in Tarōbō hands filled me up, and my elemental energies surged, Chakras raging. I may not be fully topped up, but I’m certainly full enough to feel comfortable, so now both my heart and my body are in top shape…

The light finally diminished entirely, and Tarōbō slid the gem back into his staff, the jewel now clear and sparkling like a diamond, almost entirely devoid of the brilliant glow. He peered at us all with satisfaction. “The gathered power refreshes, strengthens. The tormented, cursed spirits that plague us cannot be destroyed by mere force of arms, only by purifying them can they be released. Take the weapons blessed, and make every arrow count, every blade strike true.”

As the Tengu cheered, those of us at our table looked at each other, resolute. Prince Shōtoku stood, saying a few words. “Tarōbō, lord of Mount Atago, from the Kami of Kyoto, who bear you no ill-will, despite your long estrangement, I offer prayers for your success, and for the flame to burn eternally. As neighbours, we should aid each other, and come to a fruitful alliance in times of trouble. I wish you to remember that.”

Tarōbō nodded. “Shōtoku, it was likely Fate that brought about our meeting. Should these outsiders who have braved our challenges fairly help cleanse the Flame, then I shall look favourably upon them. After all…” his gaze turned to me, and I wagered he was smiling behind his mask. “...Did not he fight for the sake of the Winter North?” As Haanōbō ducked her head, embarrassed, the Tengu continued, his golden gaze now on me. “…but alliance is only sealed by deeds, and we Tengu have little love for outsiders, nor their interference. Your words have been proven so far, however… should… no, when this accursed lost fire is banished, for we cannot fail, I shall raise my staff against your sword. If you think me easy to defeat, you are a fool. I am not my errant children. Should you seek access to our mountain, you must prove you have the strength to force us to yield, which even the Kami can not!”

“No, I imagine it’ll be a fierce battle. One for filling up that staff of yours again, no doubt.” I grinned. “Prince Shōtoku, Yasaka-san, we’re off. If there are any problems…”

“Yes, I know. I’ll be keeping an eye on your progress and any danger with the Book Of Providence. Kyoto is just down the mountain…” Yasaka-san promised.

“You would allow us to bring further aid if required, noble Tarōbō?” the Prince asked, and Fungbō spoke up again.

“More outsiders? You think we, the proud and mighty Four Directions, cannot handle…”

“Silence!” Tarōbō boomed, his staff slamming down.

“But, Great Tarōbō, they insult us…”

“I said enough!” Tarōbō roared, his League surging. His son bowed down, wings drooping. Tarōbō then addressed the Prince. “If the situation becomes so dire, it means that the Four Directions, and he who bested them, are all defeated, or beaten back. If so…”

“I understand.” I chimed in. “If that happens, you wonder what difference a few extra people can make. All I can say is, listen to Yasaka-san. He can hopefully identify whether some aid will be useful or more is only a lost cause. But…” I insisted proudly, not showing any weakness. “…I’m confident we can handle it. So…” I looked at my party. “You all ready?”

“Always.” Daiyu was first to declare, though the effect was somewhat spoiled by the remains of the expelled impurities across her face and clothes. With a smile I conjured a little water, washing the worst away, and she flushed a little under my touch. Though compared to earlier, this is nothing. It's funny how she's sometimes embarrassed by little intimate gestures of closeness, rather than full-on sexual activities.

“I too am ready. Finally, a true battle at your side.” Motoko declared. Beside her, Natsumi was grinning too, both clearly excited and having calmed their restless fears of their first true test.

“Me too. And I can’t wait!”

“I understand your excitement, after earlier.” Bell advised, lightly slapping the backs of their heads, calming them down. “But this is a serious life-or-death battle. A moment of carelessness or inaction…”

As Motoko and Natsumi bowed, apologising to her and to me, Bell smiled. “That said, I remember my first battle as a Way-Warden, so I do sympathise. Though I didn't have such a... kind spirit... to console and soothe me beforehand." She winked teasingly, making the two of them blush. "As for me… I am also prepared. These poor tormented spirits are pitiable, so let us put them to rest. It will make a change from those bastards from the Wild Hunt…” Her laugh was wicked and also somehow teasing, and I found myself smiling.

“I’m quite scared.” Kana admitted, taking my hand. “But I knew this was coming when I took the Divine Favour.” She took a deep breath and then put her other arm around me, giving me a hug, her chest pressing against mine, her hair tickling me. “And you’ll be with me, won’t you? After all, I had to decline earlier!”

“Yes. He’ll be with us all.” Haru-san added. “I can sympathise, I’m an Onryō myself. But that won’t stop me from putting them to rest.” she promised, before turning to Chen Na. “And with Na-san here, we have our defence covered. We won’t make the mistake of splitting the party, will we?”

“Nope.” I shook my head. “I know time is of the essence, but safety first. We’ll advance at a measured pace, all together.”

“And which group will Haanōbō be joining?” Kana asked suddenly, and the Tengu in question seemed a bit confused, before her brother Arangbō spoke, laughing heartily.

“I hate to separate you two, but as the Four Directions, our strength is magnified when we fight together. So alas, Haanōbō must come with us, as Winter North.”

She nodded. “Yes. We Tengu fight best together. Yet…” she dipped her head politely, her earlier irritation at everyone's teasing now cast aside, her worry and gratitude genuine. “...I wish you safety and good hunting. Despite our ill-fated first meeting… you have been generous to me. I will not forget it, even if your deliberate misunderstandings irk me greatly.” She seemed unable to resist a final complaint.

“If you say that, you spit on the word of Great Tarōbō…” Arangbō continued, clearly enjoying her discomfort, as the group of them headed for one of the dark rifts seemingly carved out of the mountainside. Shungbō turned back to stare at me, before sighing and setting his sights on the hole in the mountain, a number of flames suddenly blazing around him to light the way, while Fungbō merely growled a bitter curse, the set of his shoulders angry. As they led the other chosen Tengu into the darkness, I watched, concerned.

“You worry for them? You may have defeated them, but my children, they are not weak.” Tarōbō insisted calmly.

“No, I’m just strong.” I agreed. “But even when it comes to me, there are stronger foes out there.” The Golden-eyed Devourer, Tan … and more. “And… I have a sudden bad feeling.” The prickles of Foresight were starting up again, and I knew better than to ignore it, not this time. “Before we enter, Yasaka-san, a quick question or two, if you would…”
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“So, a rusty, pitted knife, thrust into a living flame, which swells, expands and explodes. Damn, that’s cryptic.” I managed, after we had gained what little information we could. The Book Of Providence found it hard to answer questions about the future, which made sense. It could glean some knowledge, certainly, about more major events. The spirit-light of Tsukiko-san in orbit around me flickered, and for a moment I thought I could hear her thoughts. Definite. Already Exists.

“Yes, I think it’s an external threat… oh the Kami damn it all, I feel wretched.” Yasaka-san coughed, and there was a little blood in it. Seeing that, I slapped his back gently, allowing a little Ether Healing to repair him.

“At least the damage is still a lot less than previously.” I commiserated him. I don’t know if you can hear my thoughts back, Tsukiko-san, but didn’t we already crush your Definite fate? Maybe not perfectly, but it wasn’t bad for my first try. Any future we don’t accept, we’ll change. But… I remembered her talk on the differing weight of events, and it made sense to me, not that I was qualified to question how the abilities of a Goddess such as Minerva worked. But predicting something that is definitely happening has to be easier than something that might…

“Such a consolation.” He flapped his hand weakly at us, looking every bit his age. “Now you’d better go, the Tengu are starting to get restless. I’ll just lie here and drink. It makes us old men feel better.”

“I shall accompany him. Have no fear and go with peace of mind.” the Prince declared, and for a moment I believed he was looking at Tsukiko-san’s spirit-light. With that he turned away, and I addressed Tarōbō, as indeed, the Tengu were starting to grow agitated, seeing as their own champions had entered one of the cracks in the mountain, and we had delayed our incursion. Sorry, we got carried away, but... it helps our morale, some intimacy before battle...

“We’ll be going then. Rest assured, we will succeed.” I promised, determined. With one last look at the blazing flame within the temple, I turned to those accompanying me.

“Is everyone ready?” I asked for the final time, and as they all agreed, Haru-san conjuring a number of glowing balls of light which hovered around us like will-o’-the-wisps, we approached the rift we were entering, spatial element leaking out slowly from it, the indigo mixed with other colours, shimmering like oil on water.

“All right, I’ll lead, Daiyu is behind me. Bell, you take up the rear, Motoko, Natsumi, you support her. Haru-san, you, Kana and Chen Na take the middle.” As everyone agreed and got into formation, Bell nodded approvingly.

“The front and back are the most dangerous positions, while the centre can have a great influence on the battle from relative safety. I think those are good choices.” She turned to Motoko and Natsumi. “Bows at the ready. For now…” She pulled out her short sword that was belted at her waist. “Until we know what we are facing, let your senior handle this, I've plenty of experience, so don't think I'm slighting you, understand?”

As we entered, the feeling of space opening up was felt, only to close back in on us. The outside world could be seen, and a few quick tests showed we could freely pass back out onto the mountain, so my fears were allayed to an extent. Worst case, if I have to go on alone, that’s what I’ll do. But ideally we should all grow stronger if we can…

“The Qi here is abnormal.” Daiyu muttered, looking around. The blessing from Tarōbō seemed to have improved their vision temporarily as well, an indigo gleam in their eyes, and coupled with the glowing light orbs, we could see our surroundings. We were in a fairly narrow cave-like passageway, the walls black rock, with jutting obsidian spikes, which were as sharp as razors, further adding to the cramped, claustrophobic atmosphere. And the danger. The ceiling was low, just above my head, and the air was filled with an irregular hot wind, stinking of sulphur, rot and something else I couldn’t quite place, coming and going as if breathing.

“Such a lovely place for a group date…” Kana muttered. “...not the stuff of dreams… oh, sorry Daiyu, you were saying?” Kana apologised for her interruption.

“The Qi is distorted, wrong.” she repeated, elaborating. “It is a strange jumble, like a knotted rope heaped upon itself.”

I agreed. “Yeah, there’s spatial element, flame, darkness, a trace of wind… and it’s all mixed together.” I let my Eye glow and started drawing in the surrounding elements. “I can separate them out and absorb them, since I have access to them all, but it’s not exactly efficient…”

“Any strength you can replenish is wise.” Bell nodded. “A good warrior always rests when they can, eats when they can, and sleeps when they are able.” As the other girls nodded at the lesson, we started the slow, cautious trudge into the dungeon.

“So, about Yasaka-san’s words…” Haru-san began, her brown eyes constantly roving around, searching for danger, her hands ready to unleash light element at any sign of trouble.

“I have my suspicions, speculations. But that’s all it is. Speculation.”

“I do too.” she agreed. “We should share our thoughts. It might help to be prepared.”

“All right then. It could be that there’s something else in here, rather than just the Lost Flame, but… an external threat… living flame…”

“Shungbō, right?” Kana proved she was paying attention. “That arrogant one in red. But I don’t see it. What would he have to gain?”

“I don’t know, but… maybe it isn’t him. The knife…” Natsumi suggested, thinking, always alert, scanning behind us cautiously. Her bow and an arrow was in hand, but the string wasn't drawn back, as keeping a bowstring taut used a lot of strength and could damage the weapon over time, and she was too experienced for such a mistake.

“Yeah. Something from outside… or… no, there’s no way to know. But when we run into the Tengu again, we should be cautious.” I frowned, and Haru-san poked me in the back with one finger.

“Worried about your new sister?” she asked with a smile, and I sighed, troubled.

“About them all. They aren’t our enemies, despite our hostile start. They are simply proud and isolationist, defending their Territory. We need stronger allies, just imagine how much easier it’ll be to defend Kyoto with access to Mount Atago on our doorstep. And the flame element will push ahead a lot of Ixitt’s plans too…”

“Look, he’s not admitting it. He’s being cute.” Haru-san giggled to the girls, and as she did so I raised a hand.

“Enough joking around. They’re coming.” My Eye could see further than the others, despite the darkness, distorted space and churning mess of ether and elements. Perhaps a score of flaming creatures were coming, red, yellow and indigo mixed together, forming human-like and animal shapes. As they came into the view of everyone else, tension was rising, but I reassured them with a few words.

“Don’t worry. You all handled yourselves just fine when we met them at the foot of the mountain. Sure, here we have disadvantages…” I glanced at the claustrophobic and spiked walls hemming us in. “…but we also have the buff from Tarōbō. Of course… safety first as always. I’ll handle this first batch, and then…” I raised my hand, and Spirit Water condensed on my fingertips, easier to produce from water element than ever due to Spiritually Pure Physique improving. “…I’ll watch over you all and let you practise.”

The water formed small bullets, and with a puff of wind element, they were launched, rotating to keep them flying straight. The flame creatures were pierced, steam scattering, and one by one the flames died, a little ether dispersing, though most of it was sucked away into the dungeon.

“It’s hard to tell. They might be a little stronger…” I mused. “...has anyone noticed the issue?”

Daiyu was the first to speak up. “Unlike the mountain, we are not welcome here. This… this dungeon, it is oppressing us.”

“Yeah, fortunately it’s not a Rank Three, from the feel of it. Rank Two, I’d say. But that will mean a constant drain of strength, even a little, and make it harder to replenish. Yet…”

“Chirurgery, that's what you're thinking, if I had to guess?” Kana suggested. “But won’t that put a strain on your reserves?”

“I think I can handle it. Besides… even while I’m here, I’ll soon be enjoying a hotel dinner and a relaxing night with Eri. So I’ll be getting plenty of rest.” I joked.

“I doubt it. You’ll be getting a good workout, if I know Eri. And not your first of the night!” Kana disagreed, face red, as she remembered how I had spent a little time with Daiyu, Motoko and Natsumi earlier. “Lucky. When we get out of here, how about some of that for me?” Her red face darkened to near crimson, now visible under the orbs of light. “Uh, I mean the hotel date, not the… other thing.”

As there was more laughter, echoing through this grim place, Bell spoke up quietly. “It is good to stay positive, but don't get distracted. A momentary lapse can cost you dearly, or worse… your comrades.” Her face was solemn, and I wondered just how many friends and fellow Way-Wardens Bell had lost over her long life. On seeing my expression, her smile was gentle. “Don't look so down, though I appreciate the sentiment. Maybe I will have a place in your heart yet. No warrior can ever expect their life to be free of loss. It's why the most important part of any army is loyalty, a shared cause. For the Seelie Court, for your comrades, for an ideal… without it, everyone is just a selfish, singular warrior.”

“That’s right. That’s why…” Natsumi began, before she flushed.

“It is nothing. Thank you for the lesson.” Motoko covered for her, and I was momentarily curious, before my attention was grabbed by more flaming beings coming closer, more damned spirits. These were larger, the flames burning brighter, and several appeared to be Tengu, tortured wings of flame trailing behind their ghostly, wraith-like forms.

“All right, there isn’t much room to move, but…” l kicked out, shattering the spikes around us, rock fragments scattering. “Ranged attacks first, I think.”

Haru-san nodded, and her fingertips glowed, and bullets of light, similar to my earlier water ones, soared out and the first row of enemies burst apart, scattering burning debris everywhere which faded quickly from sight. More came charging towards us, deceptively fast, and then some arrows sailed through the gaps, piercing the flaming creatures. The arrowheads shone, the blessing discharging some of its might, and the flames melted away. Under that bombardment, only a small number reached us, where Daiyu was waiting. She lashed out, her palms wet with Spirit Water, wincing a little as the flames scorched her from proximity, but her blows were effective, the Spirit Water boiling to steam, which destroyed the flaming spirits as if it was acid.

The battle concluded, and I made to Heal the slight burns on Daiyu’s hands and face, but she shook her head. “Save your strength. These are nothing, and they shall quickly vanish. If I am truly wounded, then I will not be so modest.”

“All right.” I agreed. “But don’t be shy. That goes for all of you. Now… time to press on.”
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“Earth beats flame!” Kana crowed, as the rocky floor of the dungeon erupted, spikes piercing out and impaling a number of the damned spirits. Their flames flickered, weakening, and those trapped that were strong enough to resist the attack were quickly dispatched by the others, Bell, Motoko, Natsumi and Daiyu using close combat to minimise use of resources. Only Chen Na was keeping out of battle, preserving her shields.

“So far, we have had few problems. But I am still troubled.” Motoko frowned, as the last of the flames faded. Her face was slicked with sweat, and I channelled a little aether into her body, to which she smiled gratefully. Natsumi was next, as unlike the others, the two of them had little resistance to the constant niggling of the Territory within the warped space. “We have come a long way, and while the numbers grow, we have yet to encounter a true threat.”

“That’s definitely troubling.” Natsumi agreed, thanking me with a smile. “If it’s so simple, why are the Tengu having such troubles?”

“Yes, my Eye has noticed we haven’t seen any Lost Flame yet.” I agreed. “The experience isn’t as good as I hoped, either.”

“Combat skill and awareness are as important to enhance, perhaps more so.” Bell shook her head at my words. “Besides, any gain is worthwhile.”

“True.” I had to agree. I wasn’t at my best, due to being on the Material as well, but against enemies such as these, there were few concerns. “So, we press on?”

At everyone’s agreement we continued to traverse the seemingly endless dark corridors. On occasion small pockets of fire element appeared, either gushing from cracks in the black glass floor, or seeping down almost like a liquid from the low ceiling. Those that my Eye identified as pure I left to Motoko and Natsumi to try and absorb, using Haru-san as a bridge between our thoughts to offer guidance, although for now they had shown little success, the second element always far harder to master. If it was impure then I took it myself, filtering it out, and I had almost completely recovered my fire element, and Foehn was ready to go when needed. Although using Foehn in such cramped confines as here would be dangerous if I’m careless…

“The corridor splits…” I advised, peering into the distance. “...but there’s no way we are going to split up.” As we reached a junction, the path branching into three, one descending, the other curling upwards like a spiral, and the last going straight, I poured aether into my Eye, the orange glow shimmering. “I think we want to go down. There’s a lot of fire element down there, and I think some Lost Flame.”

“Rearguard, stay alert.” Bell warned. “With other passageways behind us, an ambush or rear assault is possible.”

As we fell back into position, the temperature started to increase. It was hardly unbearable, but felt like a hot summer day, and soon everyone was dripping silvery sweat. As we descended, a glow could be felt, and suddenly a mob of the damned spirits, a mixture of small, disconnected flames, seeming almost like spirit-lights, surrounding a lesser number of blazing Tengu and animals, poured out of the darkness.

“Same strategy as always.” I began, only for the smaller balls of flame to rush at us at a rapid speed, catching us a little off guard. Raising my hand, water bullets flashed, and despite the small, fast-moving targets, most of my bullets landed. This would be easier with more Split Thoughts, but I don’t have that luxury. Although in an emergency…

Back in the Material, Eri and I were having dessert, watching the Tokyo skyline, and the hotel actually wasn’t too far from our planned new home. She had been rather shocked by the disaster in bed, my body reacting powerfully to the upgrade of Spiritually Pure Physique, but now her mood had improved. When I told her that I might need to revoke my Material body, she sighed, resigned, but agreed there was no point putting myself or the others in danger over her night out. Finishing her parfait hurriedly, she reached out and took my arm, inviting me to finish what we had started earlier…
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“So, there aren’t going to be any accidents this time, I hope?” Eri asked me archly as she sat down on the side of the luxurious king-size bed our hotel room contained. Kicking off her shoes casually, she lay back, still gazing at me with her dark eyes, expression both amused and with a trace of remembered disgust.

“Nope, right now I’m simply fighting alongside the others.” I answered, removing my own shoes and taking off my suit jacket. Since I was making it up to Eri after the… incident… we’d scaled up the occasion, and Eri was wearing a very beautiful black dress. It had a fairly long skirt and didn’t show off much cleavage, but it did bare her arms and a little of her back, taking advantage of her charming figure.

“But earlier?” Eri asked, and I had to shrug, even as I began unbuttoning my shirt, so that it hung open, showing off my muscular chest. Seeing that, Eri let out a chuckle. “I still can’t get over how manly you’ve become. I loved you even before, when you were a skinny beanpole, but… I like the toned, battle-ready Akio too.”

“Thanks.” I removed my shirt, then my pants, leaving me just in my underwear. Eri was still clothed, but she knew I enjoyed stripping her off myself. “As for earlier, yes, I did make love to Daiyu, Motoko and Natsumi. It was a bit rushed, but… it was needed to soothe their emotions. What we’re facing is rather tense, especially for the two noble girls. It’s their first major battle with so much on the line, and they’re not that strong yet…”

“I see. It’s not like I mind. Though it is strange.” Eri tilted her head. She had a more mature hairstyle than usual, her long black hair pinned up, and her black dress was paired with a pretty necklace, one she’d never have dreamed of being able to own before, and the sparkle of diamonds around her neck, and also in her hair, on the ends of the pins, made me remember our many nights stargazing back in Nishimorioka as kids

“To think you can be here and there at the same time, sharing experiences neither I nor they know of. It takes some getting used to, but… if there’s more you to go around…” She smiled as I took her hand gently and kissed it, my gaze admiring. “…then I’ll never complain. But…” Her smile was wicked. “…I bet none of them got a mouthful of… that disgusting ooze. I still think I can taste it.”

“In that case, let me check.” I winked, before leaning over her, putting my arms down on either side of her, in the forceful manner she often liked, and I seized her lips, my tongue squirming inside with no resistance, her lips parting. Her breathing was fast as we kissed deeply, and we savoured the moment, our eyes reflecting each other under the soft, delicate lighting of the hotel room.

When we parted, I licked my lips. “Nope, can’t taste anything but you. But I’ll kiss you as many times as you want until you forget any taste but me!”

“That doesn’t suit you…” Eri laughed, after a long, stunned pause. “Trying to act all suave and charming isn’t your speciality. Just… be yourself.” We entwined our hands as I rolled over to lie beside her.

“When I’m with you, I want to show off.” I promised. “But yes, I never imagined you’d end up with a mouthful of impurities. If it’s any consolation, I did gain a nice boost to my strength.”

“Jerk!” Eri giggled, punching me gently so as not to hurt her hand. “If you tasted it, you’d not be making jones about it. But… I suppose I can suffer if it makes you stronger. Although…” She leaned up on one elbow, peering into my eyes. “…this time you can be the one to get a mouthful, okay?” She wiggled her legs, and her skirt rode up, exposing an expanse of her pale thighs, just barely hiding the panties she was wearing.

“Fine.” I kissed her softly again, before reaching down and lifting up her skirt. She had put on different panties to before, when we’d had the accident, as even her clothes which didn’t get soiled she refused to wear again until they were fully laundered, claiming her Bakeneko nature gave her an excellent sense of smell, and worse, taste.

No wonder she threw up all over me, and herself. Poor Eri, but… I’ll make it up to her. Even if I have to withdraw my Material form, so I can use the Split Thought for battle, I want to try and hold on until she’s satisfied and resting peacefully…

A grin on my face, I pulled down the rather fetching red lace panties, slipping them off, and moved my head to between her legs. The small thicket of black, neatly trimmed pubic hair greeted me, but it was no bar to what I planned to do. Licking my finger, I began to gently tease her clit, the small red bud hidden, but rapidly growing hot and sensitive under my ministrations. My other hand gently rubbed her pussy, slit closed and like a sharp line through pale flesh, looking as pure as if it hadn’t been used. But it has been. Not as much as I’d like, I love Eri, and I want to make love to her so many more times. Still, I should be grateful she’s well enough for that again…

“That’s… good.” Eri breathed, a healthy flush on her skin as my fingers gently opened her pussy, exposing it to the air, It quivered, as though eager for my touch, and as the salmon-pink insides, already slick and damp, twitched, I slid my tongue in, the taste of Eri on my lips.

“Yes, that… there…” Eri clutched my head, eyes shining with emotion. As I lapped at and fondled her, my tongue circled her clit, sucking at the little ruby, and her reaction was instantaneous, a shiver running through her, and suddenly I tasted hair, but not her thin pubic mound, but… fur… as her tail and cat ears suddenly materialised, her figure shuddering as if she had endured a whole-body sneeze. Grinning, I grabbed her tail, and began to stroke it, smooth, squeezing motions from the base to the tip, and Eri responded by leaking more nectar.

“Maybe I’m biased…” I chuckled, as Eri bit down on her lips, unwilling to moan too loudly, embarrassed, judging by her crimson cheeks and moist eyes, her new ears flickering restlessly, jumping as my tongue caressed her insides and my finger stroked her clit, gently vibrating.

“Ahn…?” Eri managed to gasp, a question replaced by a seductive moan, which only excited me further. I loved being together with Daiyu, Motoko and Natsumi, that’s fun and delightful, but there’s also something to be said for some one-on-one time on the bed… it’s a different experience…

Choosing to take her exclamation in the spirit it was intended, I explained, even as I licked her insides, my tongue finding her sensitive spots and stimulating them ruthlessly, enjoying bringing her pleasure. Her lower body was trembling, leaking like a dripping faucet now, and my mouth was filled with her sharp flavour. “I was saying… hah…” I breathed out, enjoying her pleased shudder as my breath hit her delicate, dripping insides. As she glowered at me with teary-eyed yet aroused reproach, I chuckled again, that further stimulating her oozing bumps and folds, as I began to intensify my assault with both tongue and fingers, making her moan and breathe heavily.

“…that you taste great to me. Just like Eri…”

“Ahn… you… tease…” Eri managed, though drool was leaking from the corner of her mouth, and I could tell by the way her pussy was tightening on my tongue, and the fingers I’d slid in, that she was near her climax. Speeding up still further, listening to her pleasurable moans, her bare legs snaking around me, the fabric of her dress flapping, I continued to attack her, until, with a loud, erotic moan, she bucked her thighs, legs writhing. Nectar gushed, tingling my tongue and soaking me lips, before…

Wait, she’s… My mouth was flooded by a lukewarm, clear liquid. Eri let out a moan of passion and release, and her tail batted at my face, even as I clung to her, throat working so as not to soil yet another dress.

“That’s… not happened in a while.” I managed, wiping my mouth, when I was done. Eri was lying on her back, legs apart, showing off her defenceless pussy, which was pulsing softly, as if eager for something thicker than my tongue and fingers to enter it. As I leaned over and went to kiss Eri’s face, she giggled, pointing to the glass of water on the bedside table, and, with a knowing sigh, I rinsed my mouth out, before returning, our tongues now twisting together, our kiss passionate.

“You did that on purpose, didn’t you?” I asked with a knowing smile when we parted, and she, despite her flushed face and limp body, reached up and patted my cheek.

“I’ll leave that to your imagination. Still, you promised me there was nothing disgusting about me, so… shouldn’t you have liked it? Shiro even told me there are lots of men who would even pay for a women to… to pee on them.” Her flush deepened.

Shiro, huh? She does love talking nonsense about what guys like. As if she really knows, all she learned is from our stupid gossip, and from the internet…

“I don’t have that fetish.” With a smile I slowly unclasped the shoulder straps of her dress, pulling it down, while my other hand ruffled her feline ears, which was a sensation normal girls couldn’t know, but seemed to leave her weak and filled with contentment. “But you’re right. There’s nothing dirty about you.”

As if to prove my point, now that I’d revealed her pretty, matching red bra, I tugged it down, tweaked her nipples playfully, then slid my hand down, finger entering her, scooping up some of her oozing nectars, and brought it back to my mouth, sucking on it as the girls had licked Motoko’s fingers earlier.

Seeing that, Eri flushed, and as I made a satisfied sigh, she rolled her eyes, face now absolutely crimson, so red I felt I could even feel the heat from her skin at a distance.

“You win.” Eri laughed, defeated, only to shiver as my mouth went to her nipples, sucking and biting playfully.

“Hey, stop… stop that. This is a… serious talk!”

“I’m serious here!” I countered, hand sliding down and playing with her clit again, even as my other massaged her cat ears, keeping her in heat.

“Yes, you are, but… sorry. Ahn… I just wanted… a little… ah… payback. I knew… you’d… ahn… not mind. I love that… ahn… about you! We’re… ahn… childhood friends so…”

“So we can tease each other?” I grinned, rolling my tongue around her hard nipple, making her shiver. Liquid was dribbling down her thighs, so I decided it was time to save the dress. Stripping that off and laying it aside, I removed her pushed down bra, as Eri watched, anticipation in her eyes.

“Yes. Nobody but… you can.” Eri insisted, her words still breathy. She glanced down at my cock, which was now iron hard. In the Boundary, the situation, while tense, was in hand, and I didn’t want Eri to worry, so I could indulge myself, and her.

“Are you… sure you don’t want me to finish what I started before the accident? I don’t mind sucking it.” Eri asked, and I shook my head, and my cock shook with me, drawing her eyes, like a cat fascinated by a ball of string.

She does seem slightly more feline, when her ears and tail are out…

“It’s fine. After the incident, I just want to spoil you.”

“Are you sure that’s not because you’ve filled yourself up with Daiyu, Motoko and Natsumi?” Eri asked meanly, though the slight quirking of her lips told me she was mostly joking. Eri can’t hide anything from me, and I can’t from her. We know each other too well…

“You know, no matter how much fun I have with the others…” I kissed her passionately, and she responded, though her hands had reached down, stripped my underwear, and gripped my dick, gently stroking and squeezing it, fingers getting sticky with my precum. Her gentle, insistent and loving caresses made my breath hitch, and when we parted, saliva hanging between us for an instant, staring into each other’s eyes, I felt the love I had for her, and knew she felt the same way.

“…it’s always special with you, Eri. Because you’re special. And…” I ruffled her hair and ears. “…I’m so glad you’re well. Are you sure you want to surprise… ahh… my sis and the others… hah…”

Eri’s hands became more animated as I spoke, and her fingers seemed almost to be changing shape and texture… no, I’m sure they are. Using Shifting Cat for pleasuring me is so very Eri… I let out an aroused moan, which broadened her smile, and she blinked at me coquettishly. “We’re talking about them now? I’d rather focus on us.”

Her fingers wrapped me almost like tentacles, and I was a bit afraid to look down, so instead I contented myself in admiring Eri’s beautiful, charming face, kissing her lips, cheeks, forehead, ears and more. I felt fit to burst, a hot tide rising, but then Eri’s grip slackened, and she giggled.

“I don’t want you releasing something prematurely again…” She winked one obsidian eye playfully.

“That one was an act of God… out of my control…” I retorted cheekily. “And guys hate being called premature.”

“Prove you’re not then.” Eri reached out her arms, grabbing me, and as she leant in, she playfully bit my ear, before whispering something that surprised me. “I can’t do it yet, it’s very difficult, but… I daresay I can change the way my… my pussy…” she reddened at the crude term. “…even… maybe the other place…” Her voice shrank to a whisper, and I couldn’t help but tease her.

“Your what? I don’t understand.”

She shot me a withering yet totally unthreatening glare that I found very enticing and alluring, biting my ear harder, breath tickling my ear. “Don’t try and embarrass me. You know what! My butt, my ass!” she exclaimed, wagging her tail for emphasis. “I should be able to… make them better for you. And vary it so… you’ll never be bored!”

“I see.” Eri hadn’t taken an interest in anal like Shiro, who took pride in it being my first time with her, basically taking one of my virginities… though it seems like that could fool people into thinking she did it to me. No thanks… but in London Shaeula had fooled around too. So I wasn’t entirely surprised Eri was jealous. Still…

I grasped her tail, toying with it, making her squeal, and as I pushed my dick towards her sopping entrance, I grinned playfully. “I’ll never get bored of you. If you keep coming up with new tricks, I’ll have to do the same. Not sure how though. I don’t think you found my accidental trick earlier any fun, did you?”

“No. No I did not.” she agreed flatly, before a smile broke through on her face, like the sun through clouds. “Just be glad I didn’t bite down in shock.”

“Yeah.” I winced. My stats probably would have prevented injury, but it would not have felt good. “Anyway…” I decided to add a little excitement. “…Eri my darling, I’d like to make love to you. Are you willing?”

She raised one eyebrow, confused, her ears flickering restlessly, tail lashing. “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be? We’re naked in bed, and I’ve just stroked your… your cock.”

“If that’s the case, then… be sure to show willing, okay?” I glanced down meaningfully, and after a moment, Eri understood.

“You’re feeling playful, aren’t you? Fine then.” Despite her words of disapproval, her onyx eyes were sparkling with lust and excitement. She reached down, grasping her lower lips, and tugged gently, spreading them open, and as her insides twitched, feeling the cold air, she began to leak nectar rapidly, and I was glad I moved the dress.

“It’s waiting for you. I’m waiting for you.” Eri teased, face scarlet. “And for no-one else. So… stick it in, make me a woman again.”

“Aren’t you already a woman?” I asked, and she smirked at me.

“I could probably create a hymen if I concentrated? If you like the idea of piercing virgin me over and over again?”

“Nope.” I kissed her lips, and as she opened her mouth I attacked her fiercely with tongue and hands. Her own hands were full, spreading her pussy, so she couldn’t fend off my sultry attacks, and after a while, our kisses ended, leaving her panting with exhaustion and arousal.

“You brute…” she gasped playfully, and I kissed her forehead, before flicking it, chastising her.

“Even if you could regain your virginity, I don’t care. Firstly, we’re already lovers, so what’s a membrane matter? And second… I don’t want you to hurt, even for a play.”

“Oh, Akio…” Eri chuckled, eyes moist as her dripping pussy, her own hands now smeared with her liquids. “… you know just what to say. But still, compared to what I’ve endured, what Daiyu, Kana and the others are facing now… a little pinprick for your fun is nothing.”

“Fine. Maybe for a special occasion then.” I conceded, knowing Eri could be stubborn. “But for now… welcome me in!”

“Always!” she promised. “Akio, I’m waiting to become one with you. To feel your hot love inside me. I love you, more than anyone else! I’ll concede they love you too, and… I like them a lot, honestly, I surprise myself, but… I’m your first, and I’ll always think of you the most!” she promised, before letting out a joyous, ecstatic yelp as my glans pushed into her spread pussy, barely touching the sides. Sweat sprung onto her skin, and I licked at her chest and neck, tasting salt and her fragrant scent.

“I think of you too.” I promised, and she noticed my words.

“I’m glad you don’t lie. Even to soothe me. But I know that I have a huge place in… ahn… so big. I… never knew before. I’m lucky…. Ah… your heart.” she finished after getting distracted, as my cock pushed in, until she had to remove her hands, and our bodies slapped together. We stayed like that for a long while, hugging and kissing, until she moved her lower body, her pussy clenching.

“You’d better start, or else I’ll want to stay like this forever.” Eri teased.

“I wish we could. I’m lucky too. That you were my childhood friend, and somehow you fell for the foolish me. Now then…” I winked. “…I’ve got to show you I can go the distance, haven’t I?”

“Yes, you do.” Eri agreed, furry tail stroking my bottom, quite the feat.

“In that case…” I began to move, leaning in and whispering seductive compliments into Eri’s sensitive ears, biting and sucking on them to tease and arouse her, while my hands groped her decent chest, which seemed to have been growing a little recently. I grabbed her ass too, and the soft yet springy handful fit perfectly, and she moaned as I toyed with her peach and her fleshy fruits. The damp sighs, moans and wet squelching as my cock probed her insides fiercely filled the hotel room, and Eri’s hands dragged down my back, her nails having lengthened due to her bakeneko nature, yet still feeling a tender, yet sexy caress on my skin.

“Ahn… yes, please, keep… keep filling me. You… filled my heart, always… being there for… ahn, uh… me…” Except when you left, her eyes said silently, but she was too happy now to dwell on my past mistakes and fears. Nectar, sweat and precum, plus the remnants of Eri’s earlier prank, mixed together, lubricating me, and I fervently rocked back and forth, poking her insides, adjusting to bring her maximum satisfaction, as well as increasing my own pleasure. The hot lump that was my semen was rising, thanks in part to Eri’s earlier little handjob, but I was determined to win this little battle, and I smiled, continuing to pound her while whispering endearments to her, groping her body, and playfully kissing her lips, ears and hair.

“I’m glad… glad… I… ah, ahn… ah… uh… was born… ah… woman, so… uh, ahn… you can fill me… ah… physically… too…” After more thrusting, her insides shifted, her body getting ready to accept a man’s seed, and she knew it. Her skin was scalding, her eyes and pussy both watering, and she was drooling as we kissed. Despite that, she began to rock her own body now, and her walls were squeezing me, rubbing and caressing my dick.

My own breath was coming faster, and just as we locked lips again, her words filled me with passion. “Love… ah… the feeling of your… ahn… ahn, oh… manhood… in me. Makes me feel… love… ahn… you more, closer… truly one!”

I sealed her mouth for a kiss, and my tongue entered her mouth, just as my cock was hammering her pussy. Hers retreated, welcoming me in, but when my tongue was deep in her, she counterattacked, her tongue entwining mine. Her lower body also began to twist, wringing at me, and for a moment I had to grit my teeth to prevent me from leaking out, though Eri was rapidly reaching her own fevered peak. Our mouths parted, her tongue and lips unwilling to let me go, sucking at mine, and I breathed out damp words, accompanied by the mingled tastes of our spittle.

“We are one. But not… ah…” my own words caught on my throat as the pleasure rapidly rose within me. “…for a short… uh… time. We’re… spiritual… beings… oh, fuck… now, in part, so… love you, together for… ahhh thousand years!”

My words were swallowed by a hoarse cry as Eri’s black eyes blinked, and she convulsed, back arching, pulling me close so that our heads clashed, but the pain was fleeting, as Eri came with a delighted screech. I continued to thrust, even as I too gave in to my oncoming pleasure, and hot cum fountained into her, even as she squirted, soaking our thighs.

“Love you…” she whispered, our clashing heads pressed together. Her tongue was out so I sucked on it, fingers digging into her breast and ass, while hers raked into my back feverishly. “…I want… that… millennia and… more…”

As I wrung every last drop of my cum into her, she overspilled, her pussy still sputtering droplets of love nectar like a dying hosepipe, and I was once more wryly impressed at Eri’s sensitive body, which was prone to squirt at every stimulation. Despite my orgasm, my vigour didn’t wane, and I pulled Eri into my arms, hugging her, even as I continued to thrust, her sensitive, post-orgasm body not taking long, especially with all the sperm squelching around inside, offering lubrication and stimulation, for her to cum again, body shuddering, her gaze full of damp heat.

Only then did I relent, my strength momentarily depleted, and I fell down beside her, my lips on her cheek, then at her ear. “And you’ll have it.” I promised, exhausted, though my stats were keeping my dick in a half-erect state, and I saw Eri eyeing it lustily, licking her lips with catlike mannerisms. “And we’ll have fun nights out, alone, with our family, with our friends, and more. We’ll make love, we’ll brave battles, we’ll… have the life I always wished I could give you. But never had the confidence for.”

“It sounds wonderful.” Eri’s breathing calmed down, and she nuzzled against my face and chest. “You’re a fool sometimes though, Akio.”

“I may be a fool, but I’m not premature, at least.” I joked, and she gave me a flat look, nipping at my collarbone with her teeth, before giggling.

“No. I went first. and you didn’t let me rest. Though I loved that. Your honest desire for me tells me more than anything, I finally won your heart, and now I’m back to health, better than ever, I’m going to take full advantage. After all, everyone else is eager to.” She winked, bringing up my Boundary lovemaking of a short while ago. “So don’t think of escaping me. Not that you’d want to. You might be a fool, but you know the ideal woman when you finally have her.”

I nodded quietly, playing with her hair and tail as she talked. “Honestly, you know even if I had to work a terrible, dead end job in one of the shops back in Nishimorioka to support us, and we had nothing, just like my parents, I’d still have been happy. But…”

“But this is better, isn’t it?” I asked, and she nodded wistfully.

“Oh, yes. Apart from the terrible, relentless danger. But… even if we had our humble life, the world has changed. So… I’d rather we have our destiny in our own hands, and grasp that thousand years of happiness. And…” Her hand circled my cock, giving it a squeeze, heedless of the mess that soaked it after it popped from her drooling, sticky pussy.

“…I’ll grasp this happiness too.”

“I can as well.” I took her shapely bosom in hand, and she giggled.

“Then we should continue? I’m no fragile little girl, nor am I injured and crippled anymore, I have a durable body now. Another two or three rounds won’t hurt…”

“Fine then.” I promised, getting on top of her once more. “But after that…”

“I know. I’ll rest, and you might have to go any time. All the more reason…” she insisted, before kissing me, a fierce tangling of tongues that lasted a full minute. “…to make the most of the now.” she finished when we parted.

What can I say to that? With a wicked, lusty grin, our bodies joined together again, our hearts beating as one, and soon, the room was filled with more gasps and moans and cries of passion…
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Back in the Boundary, within the dungeon beneath and within Mount Atago, beams of light from Haru-san mowed down the last of the rushing orbs, and as the remnants scattered a little ether, arrows were falling into the middle of the charging spirits, Motoko, Natsumi and Bell all accurately striking them down. Kana was torn between helping or not, when she suddenly frowned. “The ground, it seems… everyone, get back!”

I turned, grabbing Daiyu who was at the front with me, the rest scattering, my Eye showing me the ground acting strangely. Suddenly the dungeon shook, fragments of jagged black stone falling, and the floor split as if an earthquake was striking, cracks spreading, fire element gushing out, this one indeed carrying the Lost Flame.

“Careful…” Kana warned. “It’s not over…” Even as she said that, strange, shapeless hands came crawling out of the bottomless splits in the stone, followed by large, lumpy heads, without features except for two eyes burning yellow and black. That was followed by massive arms, ending in hands that were like massive maces, spiked and bulky.

“Elementals, huh?” I recognised them, though they looked quite different to the ones Shaeula and I encountered in Las Vegas. My Eye saw that they were…

Black Stone And Flame Elemental [Corrupted Elemental]


…and their strength exceeded that of the damned spirits we had been fighting.

“I don’t remember the Tengu mentioning these…” Haru-san muttered, dodging a blow from the first of the creatures, which was filling the entire narrow passageway, head scraping the ceiling, snapping off the sharp blades of glassy stone, which were falling like a rain of sharp daggers.

“They have a body though…” Kana pointed out. “...so they should be easier to break!” With a gesture, the cracks in the ground started to shut, stone rippling like mud, effort, sweat and ruby elemental energies wrung from her. The fissures snapped closed with a loud roar, and stone shattered, ether rushing into Kana’s body, replenishing her a little. One brutal elemental toppled, leg as thick as a tree trunk shattering, and Daiyu unleashed her Crushing Palms. The impact cracked the beast, one arm falling free at the shoulder, but as it broke, needles of stone tipped with sizzling, impure flame element scattered. Fortunately, I was prepared, and wind element gusted, blowing them away from Daiyu and Kana.

“Chen Na, barrier up.” I commanded, and she cut off the passageway with a shimmering bubble of force, leaving me and Daiyu outside. Seeing that, Daiyu’s usually taciturn expression softened, as she realised I trusted her to handle herself. She’s got the strongest recovery of anyone barring me, thanks to her Divine Favour, and she’s got excellent combat experience. She can handle herself…

“Behind us!” Kana cried, and more stony elementals were being born. Another barrier cut them off, and Bell took charge. “Can you lower the barrier allowing only a part of the creature in?” she asked, and Chen Na managed a nod.

“I can, though it will weaken the bubble, and drain me faster.” she answered after a moment.

“That should be fine. We won't take long.” Bell promised, and as the barrier behind me dropped a little, the arm, head and torso of one elemental reached through. Motoko and Natsumi, drawing their swords, leapt forwards, and the first blows rang off the stone, numbing their arms.

“We can adapt.” Motoko murmured, and wind element sheathed her blade, similar to some new Tsumura-style moves we had practised. Natsumi was only a moment behind her, and now, blades whirring with wind like chainsaws, their swords cut deep, rock scattering, as the arm was sliced free. Flame boiled from the open wounds, but Kana was waiting, and she captured it with stone, smothering it. She then had an idea, her eyes lighting up.

“This thing is made of rock, yeah? So…” She gestured, and ruby energy flowed from her. The elemental shuddered, and then exploded, chunks of rock piercing through the golem-like elementals behind it as well, leaving them full of ragged holes like a honeycomb, several collapsing entirely.

Daiyu and I could spare little attention for that, our own battle fierce. I was providing cover for her, and as she attacked, her small stature giving her the advantage as the hulking elementals were restricted by their size, her fists pounded them to pieces, showing her strength. When one cracked and flame gushed out, she used water element to douse it, and I noticed that each strike released Qi into the stone, weakening it, so every further blow did ever-increasing damage.

“Let me try…” I mused, engaging one of the last of our surprise attackers. Behind them were the flaming spirits, their bodies starting to morph and shift, flowing through the gaps in the barricade of elementals, so I quickly released a flashing burst of light element after shouting for everyone to close their eyes. Like a flashbang, a brilliant glow filled the hallway, and the flaming spirits melted away, purified. The elemental merely steamed a little, rock shimmering, but my next blow, light, but containing earth element, staggered it. The second created a magnifying effect, and the third shattered it, despite a surprising lack of force.

“I see.” Daiyu’s small smile grew. She was a quick study and could sense the elemental energy with her Qi Perception. Taking her cue from me, she slightly modified her own approach, and soon the last of the elementals fell apart, and we were left amidst rubble, ether and some burning flames.

“Careful.” I warned, looking at the tiny tongues of flame burning on the ground. “It’s Lost Flame.” My Eye flared, and I analysed it in more detail.

Lost Flame Of Naraka – This Unique Flame Element is a purifying Flame, burning away Negative Karma, Curses and Impurity. However, it seems to have undergone some change, corrupted by a mixture of Spatial Element and lingering ???????? too powerful for it to purify, which has led to it becoming a Flame that attracts strands of both spiritual energy, emotions and Elemental energies, burning them in a manner that fills, rather than empties.


“I see. That explains the damned spirits.” In fact, with my heightened senses I could feel a minute pull even from these small fires. “But I have a way to deal with this. Foehn!” A trickle of my own hungry fires engulfed the thin flames, and soon only Foehn was left. I felt a small measure of feedback, Foehn within me trembling, but soon that was gone, my Spiritually Pure Physique easily handling any leftover curses or grudges. Behind us, the battle had finished, and I went and devoured the remaining Lost Flame, including the ones captured in earth by Kana.

“A good fight.” Motoko smiled cheerfully, wiping at her sweating brow. “Tsumura Arts truly is meant to be used with elemental energies. It explains the strange angle of the fourth slashing strike in the standard stances. I did wonder why the angle seemed wrong, but when one assumes it will be used to slice through heavy armour without using the edge of the blade…”

“That’s right!” Natsumi agreed. “And the footwork takes into account the possibility of debris being thrown off by the churning winds, leading to easy avoidance, while keeping poised to move as needed. Your ancestors truly were visionaries!”

I let them gush for a bit, before gathering everyone up. I took in the little ether left behind, before offering Motoko and Natsumi a recharge. Seeing Kana look envious, I stifled a laugh. “When you run low, you’ll get yours too.” I promised. “For now…”

“Yes, the flame.” Haru-san agreed. We continued descending towards the steadily increasing glow, attacked by dozens, then scores of damned spirits. Motoko and Natsumi Levelled up, and though their stock of blessed arrows were running low, I could always use Spirit Water to approximate more for them. Though that does make me worry for the Tengu…

As we reached the bottom, the narrow, dark pathways opened up, and Kana let out a low whistle. I get it. Yeah, that’s quite the sight. Flame element was gushing upwards from a massive crack in the ground, and my eye identified it as the Sacred Flame Of Mount Atago, yet it was heavily mixed with Lost Flame. It was surrounded by many hundreds of damned spirits, some shapeless behemoths multiple metres tall, and a number of the black stone elementals. As I watched closely, my Eye caught something moving deep within the crack, though even my Eye couldn’t break through the blinding glare of the torrent of spiritual flame. As the fire shuddered, sparks scattering, landing and forming more flaming creatures, the surrounding ether being drawn in, I frowned. Just what is that?


Four Hundred And Fifteen


As Bell and the girls prepared our battle lines, the open cavern giving us more options due to the extra space, I noticed that Haru-san was looking paler than usual, and her expression was dark. Not only that, but the spirit-lights of Tsukiko-san and Kinneka were bobbing around restlessly as well, moving erratically. Is it the Flame here?

“Are you all right?” I asked Haru-san, and for a moment she stared at me, brown eyes unfocused, before she shook her head, breaking free of her momentary fugue. She immediately cast her new Light Of Muted Emotions, and her eyes became clear again.

“I think so. Being so close to it… I felt a little niggle when I was on Mount Atago, but… it’s worse here. But not unbearable, don’t worry.” She paused, before making a slightly bitter joke. “You take me to all the nicest places, Akio-kun.” she chuckled grimly. “The concentration of Dark Flame must be higher here. Do you think…?”

“Can we talk about this later?” Bell suggested. She had organised the girls into combat groups, a mixture of ranged support and a blocking combatant, and the enemies had noticed us, a flood of the faster dammed spirits surging towards us, followed by the stone elementals and then the hulking behemoths, slow-moving, amorphous masses of fire and rock, the ground shaking under their steps. “For now, I need you to thin out the pack, Akio, Haru.”

“Right. Yeah, I’ll run support, prevent us being overwhelmed.” I agreed, still keen on having everyone Level up and practice as much as was safely possible. “Before that, though… Haru-san, can you see the spirit-lights?”

Haru-san concentrated. She didn’t have special eyes, but being an Onryō, she was far more sensitive to the presence of other spirits, and so was able to pick up on them more often, even when it wasn’t the rare occasions they were visible to all. “Yes, I see. It makes sense they would be more affected…. Poor Matsumuro-san…” Haru-san cast her Light over them, and the spirit-lights calmed, their erratic and almost deranged motions ceasing, returning to the hovering orbits they usually had around me.

“Right. That Flame…” The towering column of the Sacred Flame, tainted by the Lost Flame, was soaring towards the distant roof of the cavern but never reached it, instead vanishing into a crack in space, purple spatial element scattering weakly. “…I think it’s the root of the Flame of Mount Atago, or one of them at least… I don’t see the Tengu, so… I guess it’s up to us. Watch out though.” The Flame occasionally flickered and bobbed, scattering smaller tongues of Lost Flame as if expelling poison.

“Here they come. Thin their numbers!” Bell ordered, and Motoko and Natsumi started loosing the remaining blessed arrows they had, while Haru-san, after gathering herself, began to pierce them with bolts of light, sometimes multiple enemies slain in one burst, ether scattering. A rock elemental charged toward us, reminding me of a sort of hulking bear, and Daiyu moved to intercept on graceful feet, her Crushing Palms rapidly destroying it, shards of black rock and flame flying everywhere. She wheeled, water forming and then projected as a spray of bullets, and a number of damned spirits fell.

“Don’t forget about me!” Kana declared, the ground, which near us was the same black, smooth rock studded with jagged outcrops as the narrow passageways we had ventured through, shifting and swirling, becoming a liquid, melted swamp. The flaming spirits were able to cross the sudden quagmire, but the elementals and several of the larger behemoths were sinking down, getting stuck. “Ksitigarbha’s Favour is perfect for this.” She clenched her fist in satisfaction, and the trapped victims exploded as the earth closed in on them with a thunderous boom.

That’s a bit odd… As I surveyed the battle, my bullets of Spirit Water and beams of light intervening where necessary, though the girls were acquitting themselves well, Chen Na barely having to call on her barriers, I noticed that closer to the Flame the rock changed, going from smooth and glassy to rough and dirty. Maybe the heat melts it? The Flame burped, and Lost Flame scattered, and some of the ether that neither we nor the Territory had absorbed was drawn in, along with the fading debris of the slain spirits, and more were birthed, resembling Tengu and animals, wolves and bears most prevalent.

“It seems that this will not be so easy.” Motoko observed, though her expression was excited. “Though with everyone here we have naught to fear.”

“That’s right.” Natsumi agreed happily. “More practice, more experience, it’s perfect. But I’m out of arrows.” She looked at me eagerly, like a cute puppy, and I grinned.

“Fine. Give me your spears and swords.” Motoko and Natsumi handed them over, and I was surprised to see Bell there with her sword too. I called on Spirit Water, bathing them in the blessed element, and with that the three of them joined Daiyu in battle with the renewed horde, while Kana and Daiyu focused on taking out the stronger elementals. Glancing at Chen Na, who was watching nervously, wringing her hands, I shrugged.

“Calm down. This is well within our capabilities.” I had a difficult time being nice to her, seeing as she reminded me of Nie Ling’s situation, but the woman in front of me was far more involved in committing atrocities, far less… innocent, for want of a better word, as I didn’t feel that Nie Ling was innocent, even if she wasn’t entirely guilty either. Of course, with Chen Na having died and being reborn, without the benefit of Haru-san’s Throne, I wasn’t sure whether she would just remain as a spiritual being on the Astral, or simply vanish entirely. And it’s not something I’m eager to test, even on someone like her. If it was Kondou Kazuo, maybe…

Seeing one of the behemoths looming, I blasted it down with a beam of light that seared through it. It wasn’t as effective as it was on the damned spirits, as when the shroud of formless mist around it boiled off, what lay beneath was stone similar to the elementals. Focusing my energies, I managed to shear through, and it shattered, falling apart. As it fell with a loud impact, ground quivering, Chen Na spoke.

“I… the things you all do seem surprising to me. Back in China, when we were under the Department for Managing Divine Mysteries, before we rebelled… it was similar. But every day we heard tell of someone dying, killed in battle. We feared it, yet… you all seek it out so happily.”

I opened my mouth to deny that, but Daiyu, having crushed another pair of elementals, their numbers diminishing, beat me to it. “Happily? Opportunities are always to be taken.” Her dark eyes narrowed as she surveyed the others battling their opponents bravely. She cast out a few more water bullets, her performance a touch clumsy, as it wasn’t optimised for Qi unlike her Cultivation Techniques, and as a group of damned spirits disintegrated, lessening the pressure on her comrades, she continued.

“Taking hold of one’s own fate is the choice of all rational people. Otherwise you are a slave to the whims of the strong. We choose…” she glanced at me, perhaps remembering her Sect and how we met and what came after. “…to grasp our own fate, and fight those we do not desire to the last breath. And for that we need to risk ourselves, push our limits. Cultivate our strengths. We will not be the pawns of others. Otherwise we will end up where you did.”

Chen Na seemed chagrined at that, her expression downcast. “I see. Was it my own lack of will…”

“It all comes down to the strength of one’s drive.” Daiyu agreed. “You let yourself drift on the tides, moved by others. We… we strive to be in control of the waves.”

The fighting was coming to an end, the great column of flame scattering a handful more smaller creatures of fire. Motoko, Natsumi and Bell handled them with some support from Haru-san, and when we were done, I surveyed the battlefield, gathering the remaining ether and topping up those who needed it with Chirurgery. As Natsumi was thanking me, her face red from my touch, which I found cute, that she still wasn't numb to it, despite our earlier fun, Haru-san called to us, as she had drifted over closer to the Flame, occasionally using her Light on herself.

“Akio-kun, take a look at this.” she asked, a little light element leaping from her hands and striking the black, lumpy floor, which suddenly steamed, a layer of dirt or perhaps ingrained ash flaking away, revealing a rusty red and white ground underneath.

That’s odd. I thought it’d be volcanic stone like everything else here. We went over, careful to avoid the scattered tongues of Lost Flame which were burning around us, to which my Foehn greedily devoured. I bent down, and used my own light to clear a patch of ground, coughing a little at the scent of ash and burning.

“Isn’t that bone?” Natsumi suggested, tapping the white parts of the floor. “It looks like it’s been carved too.”

“And this should be brick of some sort…” Kana added, kneeling down, a little irritated when ash got on her clothes and the Brigandine beneath. “It’s got some pattern on it too. It looks a bit Japanese, but… not quite?”

We cleared a wider area, Haru-san and I expending a little light element. Under the shimmering yellow glow of the flame, the decorative reliefs were revealed, and Motoko was next to speak. “These seem familiar. I have seen them somewhere, but… I am afraid I cannot place them. They are traditional, certainly…”

“It’s a mystery. But I suppose that isn’t our priority right now.” I turned to look at the burning Flame, taking in some of the scattered spatial element. My Eye glowed as I stepped closer. “If this is the root of the Sacred Flame, where are the Tengu? Or maybe it’s just one wellspring of the Flame…” Suddenly the flame belched, and a glowing nova of yellow flame erupted, heading towards me. I leapt backwards, effortlessly avoiding it, but the spirit-lights around me were caught, and suddenly blazed with yellow and golden light.

Panicked, my Eye glowed and I made ready to intervene, but after a few moments the spirit-lights settled, and they were larger and brighter than before, even the aether starved Kinneka looking significantly closer to resurrection. Before I could speak Haru-san was already bathing them with her Light Of Muted Emotions. On seeing my grateful look, she smiled.

“No need to thank me. As fellow ghosts, we have to stick together. It makes me feel a little better about the genocide of my fellow spirits.” she laughed softly, her expression wry. “Besides, we can’t let anything happen to Matsumuro-san, can we?”

“No. I was careless. But…” I had noticed something odd, hence why I had drawn closer. My Eye wasn’t able to penetrate the brilliant glow, but there was something beneath the flames, and the fire itself was flickering, fading slightly then flaring stronger on regular intervals. “Do you see that?” I asked, and it was Daiyu who nodded.

“I do not see it, but with my Qi I can feel it. An irregular rhythm. Like a heartbeat, or no… a breath.” she suggested, troubled.

“You’re not blocked by the flames then?” I asked, and Daiyu looked at me proudly.

“It is quite the challenge, the strong fiery Qi does indeed distort my vision, and there are many other kinds of Qi here as well, all jumbled, including a dark, unpleasant Qi coming from what you call the Lost Flames, though most of that has vanished for now. But I have excellent control. I can single out what I am searching for. My precision has greatly strengthened since we…” she paused, a faint flush on her cheeks barely visible under the yellow light of the flame. “…since we became Dao Companions, and my improper Dantian was corrected, amongst… other things.”

“Well done.” At my praise she stood taller. “I’ve been too used to relying on my Eye. And it is powerful, but it’s still sight. Even if obstacles don’t block it, it can still be prevented from working by enough glare, it seems. I’ll have to learn Qi Perception.” As Daiyu agreed to teach me, I tried my own version, aether extending out my senses. It was hard and wasteful, but as I entered the Flame with my expanded will, I felt a rush of heat, uncomfortable yet somehow soothing. Except…

“Ugh, that Lost Flame is unpleasant… I can feel my emotions surging, dark urges rising. Fortunately…” My Resilience was high, and my Spiritually Pure Physique prevented it from being more than some muttered buzzing whispers. Reaching down further, there was another, larger cavern, full of a huge amount of spatial element. “…I’m strong against curses and suchlike. Daiyu, did you find the space below?” This would be easier with Split Thoughts, but there’s no need to ruin Eri’s night yet. This is just an investigation, there’s no danger, I think…

“I did. It seems there are several more flames such as this one, all connected to the twisted space below. And within…”

“Yeah.” I agreed, my aether coming into contact with a great deal more of the Lost Flame. “It seems that if it isn’t the source of the Lost Flame, there’s a ton of it we need to get rid of at least. But there’s also…”

Daiyu agreed. “I do not know what it is. I do not believe it is alive, for the Qi signature is … bereft of all but fiery Qi. Yet somehow it breathes.”

“They do say fire breathes, right?” Kana interjected, a little frustrated about not being able to understand what we were talking about. “So, what’s the plan?”

Daiyu and I exchanged glances, before I shrugged. “Yes, they do say that. I think we have to try and find our way to that chamber, so we head down. Although what with the strange, distorted nature of the space in here, heading down might not take us down. Hopefully we can find the Tengu on our way, and cleanse more of the Lost Flame. Speaking of…” I peered at the stronger spirit-lights floating around us. “Haru-san, are you not going to try?”

She glanced at the Flame, shaking her head. “No, I’ll pass, Akio-kun. It seems that Matsumuro-san was fortunate, the fire that she absorbed was the pure one. But you see…” she pointed, and I nodded. The Lost Flame was still seeping into the Flame, and we had no easy way to remove it. It’s not like I can burn it all up with Foehn, if this is one of the wellsprings of the Sacred Flame, destroying it would at best weaken it, and at worst, the whole thing might disappear. I remember when I found Foehn…

“I still think you could manage, but I agree, it’s not worth the risk. When it’s purified though, I think it would very much suit you, Haru-san. So for now, we should press on.”

“Yes, while rest is important, due to the oppression of this place, it only weakens you, Akio.” Bell spoke for the girls. “We should make measured haste.”

Yeah, I used a bit more aether than I wanted probing what lies below. But… whatever it is, the mystery won’t solve itself… With one last look back at the golden flame, tainted by red and black, I sighed, leading us towards the nearest exit that sloped downwards, hoping it would lead us to where we needed to be…
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“Another wave, just great…” Kana sighed, the ground in front of us turning into a rippling liquid, and the flaming spirits tumbled in, only to be smothered by the rising flowing stone, before it solidified, the once-smooth, glassy floor now lumpy and misshapen. “…it seems like we’ve been here for days. My only consolation is my control is improving. When I get out of here, I want to go somewhere nice. You did it for Eri, didn't you?” she asked me, half-accusing.

“I did.” I agreed. “It was quite the nice night.”

She made a noise of frustration while the others laughed. “Oh, damn it Akio, I know you are doing that on purpose! I thought you’d stop teasing me this way when we started going out!”

“Says the girl who was teasing me during the earlier challenges.” I reminded her playfully. “Besides, Eri’s sleeping now. She’s emotionally drained after the shock of her Healing, she’s still not quite come to terms with the relief yet. It’ll take a few more days I’m sure.”

“I still can’t believe you were busy making out with Eri while in this place.” Kana puffed out her cheeks. “So, what are you doing? Curled up in her embrace, having a good time?”

“Yes.” I admitted. “But I’m also doing research on my phone and sending a few emails and messages. No rest for the wicked, so my mom would say.”

“And you are most certainly wicked.” Haru-san remarked, amused. “But Kana-chan, it’s only been hours, I assure you. Though it is hard to keep track of the time in here. So cramped and dingy… and we have to be careful every step we take.”

“It seems you can be more relaxed.” Motoko pointed out correctly as Haru-san walked through an outcropping of jagged, obsidian blades jutting from one wall, passing through them harmlessly.

“Oops, you caught me.” she replied cheerfully, though I could tell being closer to the source of the Lost Flame was troubling her, as she was using her light more and more, and was having to use it on the spirit-lights too. Fortunately it doesn’t seem to take much of her strength, and the blessing from Tarōbō has compensated for a lot of the drain…

“It’s all right, I know it’s hard, but you’ve all done well, Motoko, Natsumi, Kana. And you’ve all gained a number of Levels.”

“Why are you not praising us?” Bell asked, looking at Daiyu with a smile. “We will feel left out.”

“It is because he knows we have fought many hard battles before. It is a mark of respect.” Daiyu defended me, which brought a small smile to my lips.

“That’s right.” Natsumi agreed. “Motoko and I did do some fighting in London, but it was a training exercise, there was no real danger, not like now.”

“I don’t know. It feels pretty safe here.” Kana disagreed. “When Akio has to, he can show off.”

“Like in the second chamber. I see.” Natsumi agreed. She turned to me, eyes sparkling. “That was impressive. Hundreds of spirits gone in an instant.”

“I felt a bit bad robbing you all of the experience, but the chamber was crawling with them. We needed to break in.” I apologised, remembering. After a number of false starts, reaching dead ends or twisting crossroads, we had reached the second source of the Sacred Flame, another pillar of yellow fire soaring from and into twisted space. The chamber was thronged with damned spirits, and more were being created even as we watched, and they were shuffling towards the many exits of the cavern. Since the numbers were so overwhelming, I unleashed a great beam of light element, blasting an opening, purifying many, and after that the battle had been fierce, though manageable.

“Their numbers are certainly increasing, and since they are troublesome to deal with, I can see why the Tengu struggle. Individually I would say a Goblin is more dangerous than the half-formed ones, though the ones that resemble people or Tengu are more of a threat. But a Goblin that can't be harmed by mundane weapons and abilities… that can bring down an unprepared warrior. Ten such, a hundred such, a thousand such… it would be a massacre if they stormed the Tengu village atop the mountain, and a problem if they enter your Territory, Haru.” Bell pointed out with her own experiences of battles and skirmishes.

“Yes, the barrier should keep them out, and I could always set up Hands Of Forgiveness on the border, but I’d rather stop them at the source.” Haru-san agreed, distracted, twitching a little.

“Are you all right?” I asked her, and she grimaced.

“I’m just a little uncomfortable. I think we are getting close to the next source of the Flame. And this one seems more contaminated. It’s… it’s nothing.” she promised. “I just… it brings out the worst in me. But…” She forced a smile, bathing herself and the spirit-lights in more soothing elemental energy. “…it was good timing to get this ability. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure I’d have been all right with just a quick jaunt down here, but Tarōbō certainly was helpful…”

“In that case, we should carry on. We’ve finished up here.” Around us the remaining fragments of ether were absorbed, and we pushed on. It was a few minutes later that Bell called out, her keen blue eyes spotting something.

“Wait. There!” she pointed, and following her finger, I could see several arrows on the ground, their fletching scorched, the light on their arrowheads having faded, now just cold metal and stone.

“Not ours.” Motoko observed, picking it up and inspecting it. “Though…” She pulled out one of the shafts she had been given by the Tengu. “It is a match. And…” She touched the burned feathers. “...still warm. I doubt it has been lying here long…”

“There’s more. Blood, and some feathers.” Natsumi spotted them. Dabbing a finger in gingerly to the red liquid, a silver mist rising, she frowned. “Also still warm. I’d say we are no more than ten minutes behind them.”

“I see. Hopefully that means that they’ve successfully cleansed a lot of the Lost Flame and are heading for the sources like we are. We’ll join up with them, and then hopefully…”

“What lies beneath.” Daiyu agreed, her tone ominous, and I nodded.

“That’s right. What lies beneath, and possibly the source of the Lost Flame…” As we picked up the pace, still keeping cautious, as there were many dangers, I shattered the blades of obsidian on the walls and ceilings with wind and earth element as I took the lead, Chen Na expending a little energy to prevent the shrapnel from injuring anyone. Soon we could see the passageway ahead opening up, and could hear the sounds of fighting. A faint, icy mist was creeping around our feet, and the temperature that was climbing a little had dropped.

“Haanōbō…” I remarked, seeing the residual water element. Then we heard a great, angry bellow, and we all glanced at each other. “And Arangbō, it seems. We’ve found them. Come, on, let’s go…”

We moved as quickly as we dared, and soon we were looking into a cavern much like the others, a great flame burning at the centre, though this one had collapsed much of the ground around it, white bone and reddish brick visible amidst the darkness of the pit it had caused. The ground was wet and frozen, a dozen Tengu battling valiantly against damned spirits and earth elementals. A giant one was lying broken, Arangbō on top of it shouting a roar of victory, while even as we watched the red-robed Shungbō unleashed a surge of fiery energy, and several more of the obsidian monsters melted, the fragments of Lost Flame they exuded likewise boiling away, the power of Tarōbō’s blessing purifying them.

And there’s Haanōbō and Fungbō… Seeing that all the Four Directions were safe, I breathed a sigh of relief. Several of the Tengu at the rear spotted us, calling out, and as Shungbō turned to us, flames still streaming from his hands and wings, I nodded at him politely. Yasaka-san’s warnings from the Book… we’ll need to keep our guard up. But first…

The dark pit was suddenly filled with a number of huge elementals, black jagged stone paws slamming into the ground, huge, faceless heads, animalistic and feral, peering over the lip of the crater. …I think we need to send those back to their rest…
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On seeing us, Haanōbō turned and exclaimed “You have made it here…”, relief in her voice.

Not too far from her, Fungbō let out a bitter growl, but otherwise kept his silence, and some of his feathers detached from his wings which were still somewhat ragged after the earlier beating I had dished out to him, and soon they were wreathed in shining metal, before flying around like blades, slashing the numberless hordes of damned spirits, which started to disintegrate. Oh? I see…

I noticed with my keen insight that the metallic feathers were shining with a remnant glow of Tarōbō’s blessing, which likely was the reason that the feathers were actually able to defeat them. They struck the glassy rock elementals with a clang, and several stony limbs were sheared off, a number shattering, scattering tiny flames everywhere. Shungbō concentrated, eyes narrowing behind his long-nosed mask, and his own fires scorched the bare ground, just as I had done with my Foehn.

“Should we intervene? The numbers are endless.” Motoko asked, and I nodded. As soon as I did so, Bell spoke up.

“We should not rush in hastily. We have our rhythm and know each other’s styles and preferred moves. But nothing is more dangerous than two separate forces attempting to unify mid engagement. Akio, as our leader, you should establish a joint plan.” She paused, smiling. “Swiftly, though. The numbers and might of our enemies are both significant.”

“I understand. Leave it to me.” I promised. It was true that one thing I lacked was leadership experience. In combat, I’d been through a number of life and death battles since this all began, but in terms of commanding, I still lacked the pedigree of Ulfuric or a Way-Captain like Bell or Soliteare.

“It is something you will learn in time. None, even prodigies, are born understanding what it is to lead.” Daiyu soothed, divining my thoughts. “But lead you must. And in the face of these Tengu…”

I nodded, not saying what we all understood. I can’t show any weakness or indecision. A successful mission here and settling matters with Tarōbō, and we’ll have secured our alliance, perhaps to an even better result than we had first hoped. Striding forwards, leaving the rest of my group to handle supporting the ordinary Tengu on the edges of the battle, those with little power from Tarōbō’s blessings left, I swept purifying light and bullets of Spirit Water through the ranks of damned spirits.

Still no Level-up. A shame, but I must be getting close… It was now taking great hosts of lesser enemies to gain me one Level, only defeating extremely powerful foes such as the clone of the toad or the pseudo-angel Mary Stuart had summoned giving me Levels at any pace. I suppose it makes sense, as I grow stronger, it takes more to push me further…

“By Seiryū and his azure breath that sprouts new life, as spring heralds rebirth and renewal… go back to your rest and await reincarnation, should you be so fortunate!” Arangbō boomed, and a surge of brown energies streaked with hints of blue leapt from his body. The ground cracked, revealing white bone beneath, vines sprouting and crashing through the mob of elementals and spirits, and though the flames of the dammed scorched the vines, flowers sprung to life, the greenery recovering, and the spirits disintegrated. One of the colossal monsters rising from the flame pit was snared, and though the vines couldn’t break the stony body, they held it in place, Arangbō swinging his heavy staff eagerly, ready to strike. On seeing me charging towards him, he nodded, long nose dipping.

“Joining the fun?” he snorted, staff crashing down. Chips of dark stone scattered, the blow doing little damage, but then the vines started creeping into the slight cracks, widening them even as the beast struggled. A second swung for him, but a tide of water and ice from Haanōbō blocked the blow, through she grunted at the effort. On seeing that, I supported her, Foehn flying from my hands and striking it in the formless, vaguely bestial head.

It hissed, a sound that set my teeth on edge, and slipped, falling back down into the depths, a faint yellow star soon lost in the darkness. With that done, I drew Storming Moonlight and slashed out, blade wreathed in wind and lightning, and the slowly spreading damage to one arm was magnified, my blade cutting deep. Seeing that, Arangbō gestured, and his vines dug down, worming their way into the black stone, and the arm exploded, torn free.

“What’s the situation? We don’t want to intrude and get in the way of your plans.” I asked, joining Arangbō to attack the great torso of his opponent, and I idly wondered if this is what the Fae felt, fighting the Giants of the Unseelie, feeling so small and fragile. But I guess I’m not so fragile, am I? Body Enhancement pushed to its limits, I felt my mind clear a little. Even without my Split Thoughts, I can make matters easier by buffing my mental stats and how fast my brain works… With my widened vision, I could see we were thinning out the tide of the damned from the edges, and the Tengu fell back, relieved, many of them bearing wounds. Though the numbers tally, I don’t think any have died yet, thankfully…

“It is as you can see.” he rumbled, staff crashing into stone, sweeping aside more elementals, before facing off against another colossus of dark, volcanic stone, this one radiating far more Lost Flame, the shoulders and head burning like a torch. “We are hard pressed, but the Tengu of Mount Atago will never stop until we have cleansed our Sacred Flame. I am impressed…” he grunted, staff striking stone, numbing his hands. I wrapped the limbs of the monster in fine threads of wind, careful to stay away from the flames, and began to saw through, powder and small stone fragments scattering. Another roar, and the vines Arangbō had called barraged the giant, taking advantage, and cracks spread throughout it, and my wires of vibrating air sped up, a dull whine to match the loud roar of the faceless, burning giant filling the air.

“…you made it to one of the sources of the Sacred Flame, the three fountains.” He grunted with effort, and finally the behemoth in front of us broke apart, our combined efforts destroying it. Chunks fell around us, a single arm with almost paw-like hands splintering as it stuck the ground beside me, with more falling back into the dark pit, within which I could see significant spatial element. Which I’m going to draw in as much of as I can, of course.

“So there’s only three? Great.” As he tilted his head, puzzled, I quickly explained. “We’ve been past the other two, but it seemed to me that the Lost Flame was contaminating them from even further down…”

“I see. Let us finish this mess and we shall … discuss our cooperation.” Arangbō replied, before turning to his siblings. “As the Directions, we shall take the cardinal points. Brave Tengu, honoured visitors… fill the gaps, cover all blind spots.”

The other Directions started shifting position at his words, though Shungbō moved hesitantly, and Fungbō seemed as if he wished to protest. Only Haanōbō moved with any alacrity, though the expression in her golden-yellow eyes was complex. On seeing that, our group, plus the Tengu we had relieved, began to split up into two. Daiyu was the lead on one group, Haru-san of the other, and they began to dispatch the damned spirits one after another, and the horde was starting to thin…

“Competent.” Arangbō boomed. “And you do have your own methods…” he mused, as light from Haru-san burst, purifying a mob of the damned all at once, while Daiyu’s Spirit Water bullets were able to take down a number of fiery enemies, her martial arts enough to handle the more tangible elementals.

“We shouldn’t fall behind.” I suggested, looking down at the pit, hundreds more twinkling stars appearing, which quickly resolved themselves into a mixture of sparks of Lost Flame, and slowly forming damned spirits. “Let there be light!”

I gestured casually, and a bloom of brilliance to match Haru-san’s flared, and many of the lights in the pit were extinguished. The sparks I wrapped in Foehn, and soon we had the remaining enemies surrounded, no more pouring from the pit, our arrival having turned the tides of battle.

“It seems the situation is stable.” Bell observed, as she led the rest of the girls to me, the last few spirits and elementals being dealt with by the Four Directions.

“Yes, it seems so.” Arangbō agreed, leaning on his massive staff, the vines around him withering and dying, first turning brown and gnarled, before decaying further and turning to ashes. “You say you have seen the other two fountains?” At his words, the other Directions were listening eagerly.

“That’s right. The situation there wasn’t as bad as here though. We dealt with the spirits and elementals without too much difficultly, and cleaned up what Lost Flame we could, but…” I stared at the flame, my Eye shining. “Yeah, the contamination is still increasing. So if it isn’t any of the fountains…” I looked at the inky darkness where the floor had collapsed, white and red rock and bone visible in the tear.

“You cannot mean to tell them!” Fungbō shouted, furious. “Even we have never seen the true source of the Sacred Flame! Only Great Tarōbō has ever visited the chamber!”

“Enough.” Arangbō growled, frustrated. “If we had to cleanse all three fountain chambers ourselves, how do you think we would fare?” He slammed his mighty fist on his chest, emphasising his point. “Shungbō’s flames can deal with these miserable spirits, as can my wood…” At my curious expression, he shrugged, wings flapping proudly.

“Water runs through my element, and water purifies. Our dear sister Haanōbō…” he seemed unable to resist teasing her. “…her water has proved strong against the spirits as well. But without the blessing of Great Tarōbō, my wood and Haanōbō’s water is far inferior to Shungbō’s flames granted by Suzaku. And your metal is only of use breaking these rocks, Fungbō.” he taunted contemptuously, nudging a hunk of broken obsidian-like remains. “We anticipated many enemies, due to the ever-escalating attacks on our mountain home, but this is beyond our comprehension. If we are forced to retreat, it will take time for our noble father to raise more energy for his blessings, and in that time, the numbers might have grown further still. No, we cleanse the flames now or we might not have another chance. Can you do it alone, my brother?”

Fungbō opened his mouth for another angry protest, but after a moment his wings and head drooped, and as though the words were torn from him, he managed his assent, his tone bitter. “Very well. I see the wisdom in your words, no matter how pathetic they sound.”

“Great Tarōbō must have understood this, or he would never have allowed them to challenge, much less enter here. Our secrets… is it the presence of Prince Shōtoku that gives him confidence? I know Great Tarōbō has no love for the Kami of Kyoto, yet…” Haanōbō pondered, thinking.

Motoko shook her head. “If I may interrupt rudely…”

“What is it, hearty eater?” Arangbō asked, and Motoko flushed a little, embarrassed, but said what she was thinking regardless.

“I feel you are mistaken, Haanōbō. Your father is reassured because Akio backs up his words with deeds, and there is no deceit in him. Just as he challenged for your honour, and your sisterhood, because he did not like what he saw, when he offers fair alliance, Tarōbō knows Akio means what he says.”

“Please stop saying I am his sister, I explained this was a misunderstanding…”

“Hoping for more?” Arangbō teased slyly, and she squealed, irritated.

“Of course not! I am the proud North of Winter! I have no need of… of…” Her words failed her, the exposed flesh of her neck and ears pink.

“I think our big eater is quite right.” Arangbō agreed, after his chuckles ended. “We do not look kindly on outsiders or the Kami, but after your displays of prowess, and willingness to entertain our customs… I believe Great Tarōbō has warmed to you. The Kami, we do not like, but we do not underestimate the strength of the forces of Kyoto.”

“I feel it was destiny.” Haanōbō agreed. “A chance meeting blessed by our Flame.”

Fungbō snorted, as if to dismiss it, but I agreed.

“I’ve had a lot of chance encounters recently. Most good, some for ill. And you might be right. But whether it’s Fortune, Fate or simply a series of coincidences, we have to take what advantage we have. So… the source of the Flame, I expect that’s where we will find the Lost Flame. It can’t really be anywhere else, can it?”

“No. Great Tarōbō must understand we shall see it for ourselves.” Haanōbō agreed thoughtfully. “Perhaps he feels it is time?”

“Whether he thinks such or not, we must go on. Downwards…” Arangbō spoke ominously, inclining his masked head at the pit.

Yes, it’s usually how these things go, right? Find the bottom and that’s where the goal is. I just hope there’s no frightening Demon Lord or boss to battle at the deepest depths…
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“…the space is much expanded, the paths we knew led nowhere, or to multiple branched pathways.” Haanōbō was saying to Motoko and Natsumi, who were listening eagerly to her. “It took us far longer to find the first fountain, longer than you, it seems.”

“We made swift progress.” Motoko allowed. “With Akio watching over us, such was only to be expected.”

As they talked, it was Haru-san and Daiyu who were in the lead, clearing a path. We had been descending for a while, frequently having to change passageways, as the path downwards was both unknown and had changed as space warped, expanding. The numbers of spirits had increased, and we were forced to confront them regularly. The positive is that the girls are all Levelling. That’s one objective met.

“I admit he is strong. I was not his match, nor were the other Directions. Yet…” Haanōbō turned to me. “...if you think you can defeat Great Tarōbō, believing he is our equal, then you will be in for a miserable time.”

“Don’t worry.” Kana laughed cheerfully. “It’s absolutely classic, the brave man challenging the woman’s father for her hand. Even if it’s to be a sister rather than a wife, I think it’s a little charming…”

“Must you babble about such nonsense?” Fungbō sneered. “We are not enjoying a leisurely stroll about a festival on the mountain, this is a battle regarding life and death.”

“Maybe to you.” Kana smirked, not liking the Tengu or the way he was looking at them. “But with Akio here we’re all just dead weight, you included.” She turned to me, winking. “I bet if he wanted, Akio could handle this solo. Isn’t it his directions you are following?”

The oppression of the Territory within this space grows as we go deeper, so it’s simple enough to judge it and take the correct route. The only downside is… Motoko, Natsumi and the ordinary Tengu were requiring more frequent aid, and I had even taken to topping up the Tengu a little. Fortunately, my losses were mostly offset by the spilled ether from our many enemies, but even that was diminishing, the Territory taking an ever-greater portion, though Conqueror was doing its work, allowing me to get more than my fair share. “I wouldn’t be so bold as to guarantee that. Though up to this point I could have.” I admitted, to amusement from Arangbō.

“I find your arrogance rather refreshing. The strong should be bold!” he declared, before the set of his wings gave away his sudden tension. “But the time for laughter is over. Can you feel it?”

Feel it? I see it. The spirit-lights around me, now bright and more tangible, were bobbing erratically, their motions swift, and Haru-san was also struggling. She dropped back, leaving Daiyu to finish off the last of the dammed spirits with support from Bell, and cast her Light Of Muted Emotions over us. As her tense expression relaxed, cheeks going slack, the lights of Tsukiko-san and Kinneka calmed. Is it me or can I faintly hear a 'thank you'? It could be my imagination…

“The Lost Flame is so intense here. It must be the source. It grates on me a bit, I must admit” Haru-san sighed, and I agreed. The spatial element was thicker here, as well as light, darkness, earth and flame all jumble together. The ether density was higher than Kyoto, close to matching the outer edges of the Seelie Court. Fortunately, it seemed that the lunar Chakras of the girls were better able to adapt to such density, and those that didn’t have one had other means of resisting, and that meant we were at least offsetting the losses a little.

“In that case, we should prepare a strategy. There are obviously going to be a lot of damned spirits down here.” I warned, and as we descended, a golden and ruby glow was starting to fill the end of the dark, cramped passageway, the temperature rising, silver sweat drifting from us all.

“Yes, we have regained some strength, thanks to your efforts in making headway. My flames shall purge the corruption!” Shungbō boasted, eager to regain his lost pride.

“I suggest we form a mixed battle line, everyone playing to their strengths.” Bell pointed out, and soon Arangbō would be joining me at the front line along with Fungbō, while Shungbō and Haanōbō would be split and each put in charge of two groups of my girls and the Tengu, acting as ranged damage and close combat support as needed.

“So, we shall be the spearhead. I have no objections. Do not hold me back!” Arangbō boomed, swinging his staff eagerly. Fungbō merely lowered his head, offering no objection.

Another group of flaming creatures poured out of the growing light towards us, but I swept them aside with my own radiance, unwilling to delay any longer. As they disintegrated, the three of us led the rest out into a surprisingly modest chamber, one that was filled to the brim with damned spirits, and the centre was occupied by two entwined flames, one a pure, brilliant golden-yellow, the other a sooty yellowish red, streaked with black. My Eye quickly revealed that the dark one was indeed the Lost Flame, while the other was … So the Sacred Flame is really…

“What is that?” Daiyu pointed out what I had seen, her Qi Perception noticing the strange corpse. “It is dead, but the Qi remains strong and vibrant. Most puzzling.”

“Deal with the crowd first, and then we'll have time for curiosity later. Priorities!” Bell reminded us, and I agreed, charging forwards, Arangbō and Fungbō behind me, Fungbō already clad in shining metal, the fading light of the blessing his father had given him still remaining.

Light flashed, water bullets scattered, and arrows soaked in Spirit Water began to strike, and the sea of damned spirits parted as a channel was cut through them, clearly revealing more details about the cavern. The floor below was more carved bone and red bricks, though ash was tracked over it now, obscuring most of the details. In front of us was a huge skeleton, a few tufts of hair sprouting from shreds of desiccated skin still clinging to the bones. It’s… a bear? A bloody big bear too. It must be… what, seven or eight stories tall? As big as a block of flats…

The bear was lying down, arms outstretched, as if guarding what lay behind it. It was a pit, from which the Sacred Flame radiated, pouring into the roof of the cavern, where space ruptured, and three separate streams flowed out, vanishing, likely becoming the fountains we had discovered earlier. The Lost Flame was burning there too, casting shadows of the skeletal bear over the cavern, and the space around it was distorted, spatial element carrying the Lost Flame into the Sacred Flame, polluting it, and the corruption was carried upwards.

Carvings, huh? The Sacred Flame was coming out of a great circular depression, looking a bit like a well, the walls made of orange brick, inlaid with delicate bone carvings, the reliefs dyed with ink made from crushed obsidian or some other dark volcanic rock. Those carvings… I know I’ve seen them somewhere before, I think…

My memory was excellent, and I found it easy enough to recall things dimly remembered from my past nowadays, but this must have been an insignificant, barely remembered event. Even as I strained all my mental stats, I continued to fight, light and water elements surging around me, rather pretty rainbows forming as the light beams passed through the spray from my water bullets.

“This has been very satisfying, hasn’t it Motoko?” Natsumi giggled, as the last of her arrows struck home, disintegrating a damned spirit. She pulled out her sword, and started searching for lone spirits that she could engage safely. Motoko had hefted her spear, the head glittering with droplets of Spirit Water, and she agreed.

“Yes, it has validated all of our desires. Our Arts are useful, they serve a purpose. And our husband.” She flushed, spear sliding into the chest of a bear-shaped flame spirit, steam sizzling.

“I’m feeling a bit embarrassed just listening to this…” Kana muttered, and Haru-san shot her an amused look, even as she cast brilliant light across the enemies with one hand, and her soothing light over herself with the other.

“It’s always like this. And don’t tell me you won’t be the same soon enough, Kana-chan!”

“I probably will!” Kana admitted cheekily. “But pointing it out is rude, Haru-chan!”

“This is a battle, a fight to the death…” Haanōbō grumbled, exhausted, her water and ice exploding, dousing a swathe of the spirits. “...can you at least try to treat it seriously?” From her tone, I imagine her puffing out her cheeks in exasperation now.

“Oh, we are.” I promised, as the overwhelming numbers of our foes quickly diminished under our wide area attacks. “But this isn’t just a battle to us… huh? So that’s it!” I clenched my fist, my mind, accelerated under the effect of my Body Enhancement, finally dredging out the single memory of where I had seen the carvings on the well before. “It’s not a well, but a hearth. Hearths. Flames… it makes sense now.”

“What does?” Kana asked, not having much to do in this battle other than trap a few stragglers in the ground for Motoko and Natsumi to dispatch.

“Those are Ainu carvings. I saw a picture once, back when I was at school. We only ever had one lesson on them, the native Japanese were a… delicate… issue, and some parents complained. But my mom then told me a bit about them.”

“I have not heard of them. Have you, Natsumi?” Motoko asked, and she shook her head, equally unsure, so I expanded on my thoughts.

“It makes sense. They were native people, indigenous to Hokkaido and the north of Japan. And we… well, we weren’t kind to them. But… I never knew they were living this far south. It isn’t in the few articles I’ve read about them.”

“Are you surprised?” Kana shrugged. “Did you read any articles about the shrines and our powers? History is written the way it is for a reason, Akio. Lots is hidden from view. Or maybe the historians just didn’t know?”

“Look at you, being wise.” I joked, and she pouted playfully.

“Teasing me again, huh? Oh well…” She dragged another batch of spirits into an earthen quagmire, and Daiyu, Motoko and Natsumi finished them off. The battle was coming to a close, the Tengu fiercely defeating the swarms of damned spirits, as if they were settling a bitter grudge. I guess that’s not too far from the truth…

[image: ]

The battle had come to an end, our alliance victorious. Every few seconds another couple of damned spirits were being birthed, or an elemental would rise, ripping free of the walls, but we were quite capable of dispatching them. Spawn camping… these creatures don’t give much experience, but every little helps the girls.

My Eye glowed, and I looked at the corpse of the bear, Daiyu also watching it cautiously.

Atago-un-kamuy – The corpse of a bear Kamuy serving Kim-un-kamuy, Great Bear That Watches Over Mountains. Even in death, the vitality remains, tempered by a Sacred Hearth of Apemerukoyan-mat Unamerukoyan-mat, the Woman Of Rising Fire Sparks, Of Soaring Cinder Sparks.


“That… is not a Kami.” Shungbō spoke slowly, his voice troubled.

“No, it is not.” Arangbō agreed. “Though it is similar, just as we are similar to other Tengu, though Great Tarōbō asks us to hide our shame with masks. Do you think… no, we should not second-guess our noble father. We should do what we came here for.” His eyes narrowed as he saw the Lost Flame burning amidst the ribcage of the bear, streaming into the Sacred Flame. “Here is the source. If we destroy it, perhaps the Sacred Flame can cleanse itself, and if not, we can hunt down the remaining corruption…”

“Who shall do it? My water and ice is likely not strong enough.” Haanōbō admitted. “Will you do it, Summer South? Your flames burn as hot as Suzaku himself. Or…” she turned to me then. “…your flames are hungry, I have seen it.”

“I will try. Your aid was appreciated, but this matter should be left to the Tengu.” As Fungbō snorted angrily, he continued. “But if I should fail, you must finish it.”

“I don’t think it’s going to be that easy.” I warned, my Foresight’s dull prickles intensifying. A rusty knife, piercing flame… what does it mean? Is it the flames here, Shungbō, me, or… At the moment Shungbō stepped forward, I saw Daiyu’s expression change, to one of alarm, eyes going wide. As I followed her gaze, I saw that the bony claw of the giant bear twitched, opening and closing, and it shuddered, as though taking a breath, dust and ash falling from the old, bleached bones.

As the spirit-lights around me surged into movement, and Haru-san gasped in discomfort, I cried out. “Careful Shungbō! I think the bear is about to come back to life!”


Four Hundred And Seventeen


An oppressive League radiated out from the bear, and Motoko, Natsumi and even Kana and Daiyu were pale, faces twisted unpleasantly. It wasn’t quite as high as mine, so I was able to weather it easily enough, but the Tengu who weren’t part of the Four Directions were likewise suppressed, and they staggered backwards. If it has this League even dead, then when it was alive… That thought in mind, I watched, alert, as the skeletal bear rose, bones clicking, faint threads of aether functioning as muscles and tendons, allowing it to move, the Lost Flame spreading over it, clinging to the bones of the ribcage and jaw, burning in the empty, staring eye sockets balefully.

“Great Tarōbō surely never expected this…” Shungbō moaned, voice cracking with fear. “The power of it…”

“No need for cowardice now, Summer South.” Arangbō boomed reassuringly. “It may be powerful, but we are the defenders of Mount Atago. Great Tarōbō is no fool, he surely believes we have the strength to overcome all!”

While the Directions readied themselves, I dropped back. “Motoko, Natsumi, I don’t think you can do much here. Chen Na, look after them.” I glanced at Kana. “You too.”

“No, I… I can help” Kana insisted bravely, though her pale face and trembling lips betrayed her unease and fear. “It’s what I came for.”

“It’s your first major life-or-death battle.” I spoke the words quickly, as the bear was starting to gather itself, ready to attack, and we couldn’t leave the Tengu to fight alone. “You can help most by keeping everyone protected. If you see a chance to attack at range you can take it, but only when we’ve established it is safe. I’m confident we can win.”

With that I turned away, as the bear roared, and a surge of Lost Flame, like a yellow, red and black blizzard gushed out, filling the cavern. Chen Na reacted without my words, throwing up a bubble of energy around us, and the fire was halted, but even though it was blocked, the spirit-lights around me, as well as Haru-san, all suffered greatly.

“Haru-chan, are you all right?” Kana cried, horrified as Haru-san fell to her knees, clutching her head, shrieking, while the glowing spirit-lights continued to obscure my vision, dancing around me frantically. I was torn between going to Haru-san’s aid or the Directions, as they were beginning to engage the great bear, Haanōbō calling up a wave of water and ice that blocked one boulder-sized paw as it swung down at them.

“Shit.” I cursed, annoyed that at the end of the dungeon there was a boss. Worse, one that seems able to leverage the effects of the Lost Flame, otherwise this would have been no problem, the girls could have waited outside while the rest of us finished it off… My thoughts churned rapidly, and I considered dismissing my Material body, but the strength of the skeletal bear, while powerful, wasn’t in the realm I thought I couldn’t handle, even if with some difficultly. And the Four Directions are here too… Resolving to recall my other body and start up the Split Thoughts if necessary, it was then that Haru-san let out another great cry, this one pained and defiant, yet also proud.

“I… am… not… weak and afraid!” she cried, light element shimmering around her like a halo, the indigo shimmering to blue and back again as it was converted between darkness and light and back to darkness again. “I’ve been through the worst… that can… happen.” She ground her teeth, furious. “I died. I was abused, tortured and died. It was horrible…” As Motoko and Natsumi went to comfort her, she waved them aside, eyes locked on me. No, not me… on the spirit-light of Tsukiko-san.

“…It was terrible. But I am not the only one who suffers. You died too, and…” She raised her hand, and I could see that she was pulling in fragments of the Lost Flame from the air, the sparks passing through Chen Na’s barrier now. “…so many others have suffered. This Flame… it is of evil, yet not evil itself. Such a sad Flame…” She was burning, her intangible form smoking and smouldering, yet she paid it no heed. “…it lives to consume the evil of others, and leave them purified and ashes. In doing so, it becomes steeped in that corruption…” She raised her hand, and the Light Of Muted Emotions spread out, though it didn’t enfold her, just the spirit-lights around me, who calmed once more.

Behind me, the Four Directions were engaging, and I could see Haanōbō glancing back, wondering what was taking me so long. Vines whipped out and battered the bear, but bony claws wreathed in flame sliced them, and then fire struck it as Shungbō completed his chant, and for a moment the bear staggered, Lost Fire dimming, before Shungbō’s flames were scattered by its mighty roar, the cavern shaking, the girls clutching their ears, expressions pained.

“I… I understand. I too am what is left after sorrow is created. My spirit, my existence, just a ghostly flame, an Onryō. But… those of us Lost can sometimes be found, recover things that make the sadness fade. Slowly, it may take a lifetime.” She paused, a faint smile on her lips. “…or a deathtime. But time is what we have.” She looked at me then, her will shining in her brown eyes. “Go, Akio-kun. I will protect the spirit-light of she you tried to save, no, you did save. For who knows better than me that this death is no worse than life. If I can do everything I could before, see my daddy, meet my friends again, laugh, cry and live… then it’s the same, it is living. Just be careful. Their spirits are unformed, weak. If it gets too burned, it won’t be good.”

I see. “Haru-san, you’ve become strong.” I nodded, turning to the battle, reassured.

“Call me Haru. I don’t need the -san. After all, other than daddy, aren’t you the person I owe the most to in this world? Don’t get the wrong idea though.” she warned teasingly.

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” As I made to go, Daiyu stood beside me, and I stared at her, searching her eyes, and her resolve convinced me.

“I can fight. The pressure of the bear is strong, but I too have a strong will. I will not be deterred. Besides, I do heal fast, I am like the Fenghuang, that you call a Phoenix. After all, I too have been through the shadows of death, adrift in the endless ocean, betrayed and broken, yet I have come out the other side reborn.”

“I know.” I agreed quickly. “I have no doubt of your abilities. But fast healing isn’t always a good thing. I don’t want to see you hurt, Daiyu.”

At my words Kana laughed, her fear momentarily forgotten. Bell had joined us, unlimbering her bow, and she whispered to me that I should say nice things to her too, even as she loosed an arrow, striking the bear, though causing little more than a sting to it. Daiyu flushed, her face slightly pink, before she nodded slowly.

“I have no wish to cause you pain, nor to suffer it. But we are Dao Companions. We walk the same road, suffer the same hurts, and advance to the heights together.”

“In that case… I have nothing more to say!” As Bell unleashed more arrows, pouring in her aether to empower them, we charged, and as the bear swept aside more of Arangbō’s vines, before deflecting a surge of iron spikes from Fungbō, Haanōbō spoke to us, exasperated.

“You are quite tardy! This is no festival, for you to make merry and try and flirt with others, as you did before!”

“Jealous much?” Bell laughed, and Haanōbō gave her a flat look.

“Do not be such a fool. Why would I have jealousy? No, I simply seek to win, to achieve what my father asked of me. You wish it too, no?” she asked me, and I agreed.

“Of course. I gave my word I’d cleanse the flame, and I intend to. Now…” I looked up at the towering, blazing skeletal bear, and my Eye shone. I didn’t receive much more information, but I was searching it to see if I could find any weaknesses. As I did so, I drew on earth element, the red bricks of the floor shattering, and the bear stumbled, footing shaken.

“Press the advantage!” Arangbō boomed, his staff growing, the wood expanding, and one blow hammered into the bear’s knee joint, shattering it, though aether and the Lost Flame surged, reaching out like tendrils to pull it back together. That’s it… The Lost Flame on the bear’s head and shoulders resisted Shungbō’s flaming barrages, only dimming a little, but it gave me an idea.

“Try and focus on one area and break it!” I shouted, Body Enhancement thrumming, my mind working. Time seemed to slow a little as I processed it, and though I wasn’t splitting my thoughts, what I was thinking became clearer, and I realised Split Thoughts, while useful in many circumstances, was also a bit of a crutch, limiting the growth of my mind in other ways. It’s not bad to try other forms of training sometimes…

The ground exploded, and spikes of rock slammed into the bear’s other knee, and bone shuddered, before the socket popped out. It roared, both paws slashing down, and Arangbō blocked one, his staff shuddering, only for vines to erupt, binding the arm. The other, I caught, muscles straining. It was like trying to catch a speeding truck, and the impact pushed me back, the difference in strength not insurmountable, but the sheer mass of it overcoming inertia. I ground my teeth, muscles clenching, and Foehn roared into life in my hands. Damn, that’s hot… Foehn is even hungry for me. Luckily, I know how to insulate it…

The bear roared, kicking out with one leg, but Daiyu slid underneath the blow. “First Strike. Single Palm!” she called, one blow landing, before moving smoothly into her next stance. “Second Strike. Twin Palms!” Two blows now, striking the same spot, injecting Qi, though she was now using earth element Qi with one hand, and water element with the other, the resonance causing further damage internally to the bone. “Third Strike. Four Tiger Claws!”

Her hands blurred, doubling the hits. “Fourth Strike. Eight Turtle Blows!” Her muscles were screaming as the punches doubled again, and bone was starting to crack. “Fifth… Strike…” she grated, her expression pained, yet her eyes were elated. “Sixteen Phoenix Talons!” Her own bones and muscles cracked and tore, and blood scattered, yet her blessing healed her as the strikes rained down, and the leg-bone split, and unable to support the weight, the bear lurched downwards.

“Shit…” I cursed, and just as Foehn burned away the arm, snapping it off, it looked as if we were going to be crushed. That wasn’t the issue though. Lost Flame surged, and droplets of it were falling like rain, heading towards the spirit-lights around me. It was then a barrage of brilliant bolts of blue and indigo barraged the area, and a bubble of glittering energy shielded me. Daiyu and Arangbō suddenly sunk into the ground and were swept backwards, out of the collapse, and a greater light burst, shielding Tsukiko-san and Kinneka.

“Careful, Akio-kun!” Haru called, as her light died down. “I’m not worried about you, but… poor Tsukiko-san might be troubled.”

“Not worried about me, huh?” I laughed, leaping clear as the skeletal bear shook the ground with its fall. It then breathed in, and suddenly bellowed, sending torrents of Lost Flame surging towards me in a roiling wave, even as the corrupted fires spread, holding together the broken limbs. It’s working!

“Prominence Dusk!” A halo of darkness surged behind me, surrounded by a bright ring of light. The Lost Flame billowed forth, washing around me like a tide, and Haanōbō let out a choked squeal.

“Sanzu-no-Kawa!” A black tide of water struck the flames, trying to douse them around me, and Prominence Dusk started devouring that too, a mixture of flame and water element jumbled with my darkness which was flowing out of me, joining the halo, which was now piercing the flames.

“He is fine.” Daiyu was saying, leaping out of Kṣitigarbha’s embrace. “Such a flame cannot bring him down.” I couldn’t see her, even with my Eye, due to the brilliant glare of the flames, but I imagined from her tone she was proud of me.

“That’s right.” I called out. “So relax. We have this!” Prominence Dusk unleashed a twin surge of dark inky-black flames that somehow had no heat, yet were burning everything around them, and a corrosive tide of disintegration that seemed to flow like liquid. The bear skeleton, with fresh makeshift repairs of flame holding together broken bones, let out a mournful, angry cry as the two waves of opposing yet complementary energies struck it, and explosions rang out, the bear collapsing once more, ribs snapping off, one arm gone at the wrist, black flames burning even the desiccated marrow.

“I was not worried. I just had no wish for us to suffer casualties now.” Haanōbō shook her masked head, violet hair dancing, her golden eyes wide as she watched the devastation of my trump card, before looking at the shimmering halo of darkness and light as it faded around me, giving off brilliant sparks. “Pretty…” she breathed.

“The time to strike is now!” Arangbō yelled, staff crashing down, more bones cracking. The bear kicked out, and he leapt back, only for flames to rain down, and this time the bear’s roars were pained rather than furious. Arrows from Bell were hitting it, focusing on areas where the bones were already weak, pitted and cracked, yet the number was larger than I expected and I turned to see Motoko and Natsumi using their own bows from the safety of the back of the cavern, though their expressions were bitter.

“When we strike, our arrows do almost nothing. Even when we use wind to accelerate them…” Motoko observed sadly. “Is this the difference of League? I envy you, Kana.”

“You do? Why? I can hardly help, and at least you are brave. I’m shaking so much I’m surprised you can’t hear my teeth rattle.” Kana confessed.

“But you didn’t run away.” Natsumi pointed out. Like Motoko, she was determined to stand and fight, though even as she loosed another arrow, jade energies wreathing her, she frowned in disappointment as the arrow struck bone and bounced off, wind elements scattering off it barely causing a scratch. “And you acted to save Daiyu and the Tengu.”

“That’s because… why would I? Akio’s here, and we have Chen Na’s barrier.” The woman was surprised at being mentioned, and Kana sighed. “It’s not my own bravery, I’m just borrowing it from my belief in others.”

“Is that not bravery in itself? There is only one time a warrior can be brave.” Motoko disagreed. “When they know fear.”

“That’s right. Fear is the voice of reason. It’s just sometimes it gets the better of you, forces you to bad choices when it gets too bold. But you are still thinking. You’re right. Akio’s here.” Natsumi agreed.

“Enough chit-chat.” Haru interjected, her light melting through more bones, laser focussed, while her free hand was constantly bathing me in her Light Of Muted Emotions. She looks rather terrible, still burning with Lost Flame… I hope she’s all right.

“Relying on Akio-kun is all very well, and I get it. I lean on him too. But Kana-chan… are you good at everything you do the first time? I know when I started work, I made mistakes. Everyone does. Just… do your best, all right?”

As they continued to talk, I drew Storming Moonlight. The bear had swatted aside most of Shungbō’s cleansing flames, but it was having an effect. The Lost Fire was too spread out now, having to hold together a number of shattered bones, cracked joints and missing pieces, and now the bear was more flame than bone. Vines wrapped it, and the ground under it rippled, Kana working her Divine Favour hard.

“We have to deal with the flames.” I pointed out again. “I have a way, if you can trust me.” Though I’ll only have one shot at an instant kill, so I’d like to spread the Lost Flame thinner, first.

“We have little time for arguments.” Arangbō spoke for them all, as he was pushed back, his enlarged staff splintering under a mighty paw, the bear somehow growing fiercer and faster. My Eye glowed and I realised why. I was not alone, as Daiyu, who had come up beside me, pointed out the problem. Her arms were covered in blood, and on seeing that she looked slightly apologetic.

“I am sorry. You did say you hate to see me getting injured. But I never thought I could reach the Sixteen Strikes. Even the Eight before pushed me to my limits… no, that is not what is important now.” She shook her head, finishing her thought. “My Qi Perception has noticed. The brute is drawing in the Sacred Flame as well!”

“Yes, but it’s clever. Lost Flame has burned through the bone parts of the hearth, and now there’s a channel through the ground…” I paused to consider that, before shaking my head, making a decision. Nothing has changed, not what we need to do, and not what we can do. “It’s a problem. But we can handle it!” I called out to the Tengu, outlining my plan. “We need to split up. Some of you have to close the channel, and then I can finish the bear skeleton off.”

“I will hold it here. Fungbō, you too!” Arangbō ordered, and with a searching look at me, the Tengu agreed. Flames cascaded down, and I started unleashing earth element, strikes of rock and heavy bullets of stone barraging the roaring bear corpse, breaking as much of the bone as possible, spreading the flame thinner. No, that won’t work… behind us, the Sacred Flame flickered, dimming a little, and Fungbō cried out that my attacks were weakening the flames we were supposed to be protecting.

“Is that your aim? Destroying what you swore to save?” he spat, incensed, his metal body allowing him to pass through the rain of sparks and ashes that were constantly falling from the huge bear.

“Brother, do not be such a fool…” Haanōbō chastised him, but he merely growled, his anger rising.

“You would side with him, sister? Or should I not call you that now? You pathetic crow, go flit around your new brother. Perhaps you planned this with him, everything a farce? Yes, yes, that makes sense!” At that insult Haanōbō was taken aback, gasping, white wings trembling.

“Are you mad, Fungbō?” Shungbō grasped his shoulder, and then his hand was knocked aside. “We all lost. And Great Tarōbō gave his blessings. Do you think he is easily fooled? We must focus on what matters. The Flame, brother, the Flame!”

He reached out once more, but Fungbō knocked his hand away again. “Yes, you are correct. I was carried away by the situation for a moment. The Flame. Of course. But what can we do?”

“I’ll launch my attack shortly. Buy me some time, and try and cut the channel beforehand so I don’t damage the Sacred Flame as much.” I turned to Daiyu. “Go with Haanōbō and Shungbō. Show them where the Flame is being drained from.” As she nodded, I addressed Bell. “You’re with me. Arangbō, Fungbō, you two stall it while I prepare Prominence Dawn.” I then paused. “Nobody get in line with me and the bear, stay out of the direct path. This radiance burns.”

Haanōbō opened her mouth to ask what I meant, only for her eyes to go wide behind her mask, a shining ring of brilliant light forming behind my back mirrored by her golden orbs, and a dark penumbra was around it. I felt Foehn rising within me, eager. You’ll get to feast soon enough, don’t worry. Compared to that toad clone, this should be fine, but…

“There is no time for admiration. We must make haste!” Daiyu dragged her away, and Fungbō followed.

“I am over here!” Bell darted away, firing an arrow, distracting the bear, which turned angrily, swatting towards her with its remaining paw, flames scattering. As she dodged, blue hair streaming out behind her, Bell laughed. “It is like fighting Fomorians. They are big and surprisingly fast, those foul Giants, but our smaller size can be used against them.”

“Annoying woman…” Fungbō hissed. Covered in metal, flames sparkling around him, he created a massive metal blade and swung, staggering the bear. He struck down again, metal fragmenting, sending shards over a wide area, causing everyone to duck, and he clicked his tongue.

“Fragile, brother.” Arangbō laughed. “Is that how low the Autumn West has fallen?” He created a tide of vines, wrapping the bear and squeezing, though as it was wreathed in flames, the vines quickly began to blacken and char, some snapping and turning to dust and dirt.

“The Spring East seems no better.” Fungbō scoffed bitterly.

“The vein is here!” Daiyu pointed. “But reaching it to sever it is difficult. It is several metres below the surface, and the ground is solid.” That close to the Flame, her sweat was smoking, a silver mist rising from her.

“Perhaps…” Haanōbō frowned. “Oh Genbu, Lord Of Winter, Master…” She began her chant, and understanding, Shungbō began his to Suzaku. Elemental energies were swirling, but I had no time to cheer them on, as I was kneading Foehn into the shining halo of Prominence Dawn. Metal shards were falling around me, bouncing off my skin, leaving faint cuts which Healed instantly, while the ground churned and boiled. Kana was doing her best to snare the bear, while Haru was sniping it accurately, shattering a bone with every concentrated blast of shimmering energy. Even Motoko and Natsumi were helping, their arrows joining Bell’s, mere pinpricks, but enough to enrage the mindless, dead bear.

“Stay down!” As one bony foot sank into the quagmire Kana had caused, Arangbō used his own vines to throw himself forwards, and his staff shattered from the impact, as did the leg of the bear. It roared, belching flames over him, though he managed to shield himself with a wall of vines, long enough for Kana to pull him underground.

“Kana, it is your time to show what you are worth!” Daiyu called suddenly. “We can perhaps pierce the surface, but with your ability, this battle can surely be resolved to our advantage.”

Understanding, Kana shook her head. “I can’t. It’s too far. I’m already at my limit!”

“Limits can be surpassed. If you wish it. Now I could give you all the encouragement I can…” the burning Haru smiled warmly. “…but I suspect someone else can motivate you better.”

“That’s right.” I called out. “You’re Izumi Kana, aren’t you? You said it yourself, selfish, shallow and always cute. But that’s not all.” The maelstrom of battle was whirling, and I jumped away from eruptions of the Lost Flame, protecting the spirit-lights from being contaminated. Metal was pouring down, the ground now a carpet of sharp, broken splinters, and Fungbō was driving the bear back. Arangbō roared like a bull and charged, his bare fists crunching brittle bone, before the bear kicked him away, the impact wringing a growl of pain from him, as he clutched his battered chest.

“No…” I finished, as I had nearly filled the Prominence Dawn. “…you’re also the shrine maiden of Shirohebizumi, holder of the Divine Favour of Kṣitigarbha, and while all that is awesome, what matters most is, you’re my girlfriend, and I want to see you do something damn cool! Win my heart more, make me fall deeper!”

Kana blushed, frozen, before nodding. “You are beating me at my own game. Such a tease. But… I really can’t reach, so…” She seized Chen Na by the arm. “…take me closer!”

As Kana was wrapped in a bubble, her footsteps crunching on metal, bone and stone underfoot, she gestured, and the ground churned. It was then that the two chants finished, and suddenly a pair of pillars, water and fire, wound together, just as I had done earlier.

“I can do it!” Kana was straining, as the flaming, parasitical bond of the Lost Flame reached the surface. Water and flame struck it, boiling into a massive steam explosion, the superheated mist buffeting us all, shutting off our vision. Kana squealed, forgetting for a moment she was in a barrier, before looking down, embarrassed, face red as though she'd actually been caught in the blast.

In the world of hot white moisture, my Eye was able to see clearly. The combined attack had cut the flow of the Sacred Flame, a tail of Lost Flame twitching restlessly, like a snake without a head. The bear had staggered, thrown aside, and I leapt, moving to a safe position. “Everyone stand still, I’m going to strike!” I roared, and Prominence Dawn flashed, a beam of light hurtling forward, radiance bearing the power of Foehn bathing the enraged bear.

For a moment it held the light back, flames starting to flicker and die, roaring and pushing forwards, steps shaking the ground, but then it stumbled, fire holding it together winking out of existence. Bone began to blacken and char, disintegrating, and soon it exploded, a surge of ether filling me, more than I would have expected, the oppression of the Territory around us collapsing. Further ether was drawn upwards, likely to Tarōbō’s Territory, but the amount I pulled in was welcome, and I immediately started cycling it to aether.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from…
Your Skill, Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze, has…


As expected, it took a big one to get me some Levels… As I relaxed, my Eye dimming, exhaustion hitting me, I heard a clang and a scream, a horrible cry of pain, and I felt my Foehn strike something else. As the steam died out, I could see Shungbō, or rather what was left of him, as half of his body was gone, Foehn having burned him away. He blinked, unable to speak, throat scorched, and he raised one trembling hand, pointing accusatorially… He wasn’t there! He was over by Haanōbō, well outside the line of fire…

His hand pointed to where Haanōbō, Daiyu and Fungbō were standing, his finger trembling, before his arm dropped, limp.

“It was Haanōbō, I saw her! She attacked her own brother and threw him into the path of that attack. She must have coordinated with that outsider to kill us all! I was nearly done in as well, but I leapt over here in time. But not in time to save Shungbō!” As Fungbō wailed, Haanōbō standing there motionless, Daiyu adopting a defensive stance, I frowned. The rusted knife plunges into the flames… rusted… I looked down, seeing the carpet of broken metal on the floor around us, already starting to pit and corrode, and everything was clear to me. Of course. You absolute piece of shit…

“Oh really? Considering we’ve been apart this whole time, and only met each other again now, how could we plan anything? I think you’re full of shit. Fungbō, it was you!” my words echoed, and it was his turn to freeze. What? You think I’m just going to think Haanōbō got pissed off with all your bullying and tried to kill you off? I know I didn’t conspire with her. After all, I only taught Shaeraggo a lesson, and he did worse than you to his own sister.

As the injured Arangbō looked between us both, horrified, blood soaking his chest and wings, Haru called out, her tone urgent. “Akio, everyone, there’s no time! It’s not over!” The headless snake of Lost Flame squirmed, darting forwards, and it plunged into the corpse of Shungbō, bursting into brilliant flame, a second half of fire mirroring the half of flesh. As the corpse rose, my Eye blazed, and I could see that Shungbō’s dissipating spirit was mostly Lost Flame now, swelling and growing a wing of flame behind it that reached out a dozen metres, an eerily beautiful, if baleful, sight.

And I thought we’d won… my eyes met Daiyu’s, who nodded. Yes, all we can do is defeat Shungbō and secure that kinslayer Fungbō. Then it’ll be up to Tarōbō to sort his damn kids out… although… I glanced at Haanōbō, who was still frozen, eyes wide in horror at the state of her fallen brother. Damn it, I made this my business by meddling. I have to see it through, no matter what!


Four Hundred And Eighteen


“Nonsense! Your lies are a pathetic excuse to divide us, murderer!” Fungbō sneered, before turning to his brother, urgency in his eyes. “Arangbō, do not be fooled! Our errant sister has plotted this with the outsider. Perhaps her defeat to him was a mere farce, a play all along. We need to quickly defeat them, so we can lay poor Shungbō, the Summer South, to rest and cleanse the Sacred Flame. Great Tarōbō only has us now!”

Fortunately, the burning corpse of Shungbō was not moving to attack us yet, the body shaking and shuddering, as though Shungbō was still fighting for control, but it was only a matter of time before the stalemate collapsed. Seeing the situation, Kana and Chen Na were edging backwards slowly, while Daiyu was padding towards my side stealthily.

“Your lies won’t work here.” I declared coldly, and Fungbō frowned, his body wreathed in metal, faint tongues of flame flickering on the surface, giving him a ghoulish look.

“Lies? The only lies were yours, claiming you were here to help! You plan to usurp Mount Atago, I know!” His words were venomous. “Planning to dispose of us, so only Haanōbō is left, you can take her, and usurp our father! He is too strong for you, so you will force him to lower his guard in grief, and the two of you will slay him!”

“Take me? Are you insane, brother? I had never met him until today…” Haanōbō finally awakened from her shocked stupor. “You were the one who…”

“You showed him your face, your shame, sister!” Fungbō spat. “You cannot fool me!”

“I said you are all misunderstanding that. Arangbō, Spring East, you must know that it was Fungbō, not…”

“Do not believe their lies, brother! Our only chance is to work together!” Fungbō urged, and the wounded Arangbō frowned, eyes darting between us. I glanced at Daiyu, and I understood her thoughts from just that.

“I assure you, Arangbō, I did nothing except defeat the bear. I urged everyone to stay clear, and I don’t believe it was Haanōbō who betrayed us. That is beside the point…” I turned my attention to Fungbō, my expression cold. “There’s nothing I hate more than those who betray their family, friends and loves. So I’ll make you pay. But… more to the point…” I laughed derisively, mocking him. “...just how do you think you can defeat us all? You can’t even beat me, so your plan makes no sense.”

“Listen to him threaten me, brother!” Fungbō urged. “You simply must aid me, else I will be slain, like poor, betrayed Shungbō!” He glanced at the struggling, flaming Tengu, and I didn’t fail to spot the icy contempt in his gaze. “Then you will be next, I know it.” His expression turned sly, whole demeanour shifting, and I realised there was something wrong with him.

“As for your strength, I admit it, outsider. You are strong, stronger than me. But I am not a fool. You expended much of your might destroying the skeletal bear. I doubt very much you have much flame left or can use those shining rings. Your strength is at its lowest. Me, however…” he gloated. “...I have prepared, hoarding my power, making the battlefield my own!”

“You hear that?” I spoke to Arangbō. “Are those calculating words the talk of someone innocent? While we were going all out, he was biding his time, preparing treachery…”

“Not treachery, but a contingency!” Fungbō laughed, and Haru spoke.

“I think it is the flames. They have warped him. Perhaps the ugliness in his heart attracted them, but… he is far gone.”

“Your words are meaningless. Now, see the price for intruding on our affairs, you pestilent outsider!” Fungbō roared, metal energies surging, gold, red and yellow combining, though flecks of the Lost Flame were mixed in. “I have seen it, you may be strong, I admit it, but them…” He glanced over at Motoko, Natsumi and the others at the back of the cave. “...they are no match for my strength! Watch in bitter regret as they perish! Byakko’s Million Claws!” His strength surged, and the shards of metal lying over the floor, which originally appeared carelessly scattered, but now seemed purposeful, took flight, a blizzard of sharp dagger-like fragments whizzing towards the girls.

“Fungbō, no!” Arangbō roared, eyes narrowing, having spotted liquid metal dripping from the tortured body of Shungbō, confirming his suspicions. His vines broke the ground, but they were too late, projectiles raining down. But I’m calm. Foresight and Yasaka-san told me that something was going to happen here, and even if it wasn’t, I’ve learned from Kyoto. Always be prepared, protect those who aren’t as strong as me, grow them until like Shaeula, Shiro, Hyacinth, they can stand on their own…

The blizzard struck something with a series of loud thumps, metal ringing, and soon the shards were raining down once again, spent. “Grieve as your women are slaughtered, just as Shungbō fell…” Fungbō crowed, only to stop as they were unharmed, Chen Na’s barrier easily holding them off. Kana even cheekily stuck her tongue out at him, though her face was pale and slicked with sweat, her eyes betraying her tension.

“Not very observant, are you? We’ve been using the barriers all fight. Though you were too busy plotting.” I called to the others. “Arangbō, Haanōbō, put aside your grief and capture him. Your father will want to pass judgement, I’m sure. As for me… no, us.” Bell and Daiyu nodded beside me. “We’ll stop Shungbō. He’s still one of the Four Directions, he’s fighting, even now he’s dead.”

As the body shuddered, flaming wing sweeping backwards, flames striking the walls of the cavern, I sighed, bitter at how this had turned out. “As for my strength, Fungbō is right, I used a lot, to make sure we won, but… I still have more in the tank. I always do.”

“Come quietly, brother. I have no wish to hurt you, even now…” Haanōbō muttered, white wings drooping sadly.

“Hurt me? You little wretch, you who brought this outsider to us, you dare?” he roared, eyes glittering with madness. “You can die too, along with he who has seen your face!” A massive metal blade appeared in his hand, and though most of the Lost Flame had infiltrated Shungbō, much of the remainder leapt, wreathing his sword with fire.

“I think not.” Despite his injuries, Arangbō moved, blocking the swing, blade biting into the splintered wood of his hastily repaired staff. With a grunt, Arangbō’s greater strength told, and Fungbō was flung backwards. “Haanōbō, aid me! We must subdue this fool. Why… why Shungbō? Your hatred is for Haanōbō.” he asked mournfully, and Haanōbō shifted uneasily. I had no time to join in, as Shungbō let out a hoarse, load scream, before flame energy surged around him like a vortex, and he started to move.

“All right, we’re up.” I said to my companions, and even as I spoke light flashed and a beam from Haru threw the flaming Tengu backwards, though the damage was slight. As the blazing Shungbō sped at us, faster than before, I called on earth element, and the ground erupted, spikes piercing him, trying to hold him in place.

“Why? You muscle-brained fool.” Fungbō cried, incensed. “I wanted to kill her, yes. Only then would my shame be assuaged. She brought this all on with her failures! But if I slew her, you would never believe that he was responsible.” He nodded at me, long-nosed mask dipping. “For some reason the outsider seems taken with our sister. Disgraceful. But if it was Shungbō, who was the coldest towards her, and is the most arrogant among us…”

“But I was not fooled. Perhaps for a moment…” Arangbō conceded, staff swinging, vines forming a protective dome around him as swarms of metal fragments flew in like knives. “…but your scheme was bound to fail…”

“All it means is that you have to die too, my brother. When I am the last Direction, father will have to look to me as his favourite! Then we can find three new Tengu to take up your positions, and they will treat me with the respect I deserve!”

“You have gone truly insane, brother…” Haanōbō declared sadly, her tide of water and ice slamming into him, pushing him away, dimming the flames.

“Yes, he has.” Haru left the barrier, light beams striking Shungbō, the flaming beast rearing back, struggling on the spikes I had pierced him with, even as Daiyu and I barraged him with bullets of Spirit Water, while Bell did what she could with her arrows. Seeing them having no effect, she turned her attention to Fungbō, only for the few other Tengu here to cry out. They had been paralysed, confused by the discord of their leaders, but now a storm of metal was raining down over the whole area, and many of them fell, wounded gravely. Chen Na’s barrier flickered, protecting them, and Bell ran, offering parting words that she’d be better off trying to protect them.

“The Flame, it is one that no longer empties, but fills. It has become the opposite of what it once was.” Haru muttered mournfully, still burning with the fires herself, though it seemed to cause her little pain. Even as she closed in, the spirit-lights around me started acting erratically, and her light then soothed them. “Perhaps he was full already, and like a cup that too much is poured into, his malice and envy and other darkness has overspilled, making this mess?”

“Silence, you burned abomination! If the Flame is corrupt, then so are you! The dead should not trouble the living! Ugh…” He staggered, simultaneously struck by a bolt of light from Haru, his armour starting to melt around the shoulder, and a volley of wind blades from me, metal powder and fragments scattering as his metal shattered, blood blooming from torn flesh beneath.

“That’s prejudice…” Haru complained at the same time I threw out my own anger.

“What do you know, moron? Haru’s far nobler than you, you killed your own brother, and worse, planned to kill your sister too. Brothers are supposed to protect their sisters, even if it kills them!”

At my words, Haanōbō faltered a bit, eyes downcast, before she continued her chant, softly and quietly, keeping her power suppressed. Meanwhile, Kana was concentrating too, relying on Chen Na’s barrier and the watchful eyes of Motoko and Natsumi to warn her of danger.

At that moment, Shungbō finally broke free of the spikes of rock penetrating him, but we had bought nearly enough time. Daiyu rushed to engage, ducking under the sweeping wing, her movements graceful, before slamming her palms into the fleshy half of his body, injecting water Qi made from Spirit Water, which made him scream balefully, body smoking.

“Look out, danger above you!” Motoko called, keenly watching the battle, and a rain of fireballs were discharged recklessly, falling all around us. I wove a wind barrier, protecting us, but the patterned floor was soon studded with craters and potholes.

“You have lost your reason. Wild rage will not beat calm control. A warrior must always keep a clear head.” Daiyu declared, again using her small size and speed to dart under the slashing wing, striking, moving from one strike to two to four and then to eight before she was forced to dart backwards to avoid an exhaled breath of flame.

“Why are you all getting in my way?” Fungbō raged. “Haanōbō, this is all your fault!” he howled, words drawn out by his anger. “You should have died at the foot of the mountain, then we could have fought those intruders together! I refuse to believe that the Tengu of Mount Atago could lose to them, not when united under our father! Everything is ruined now. An alliance? An alliance?”

He was foaming at the mouth, spittle leaking from under his mask. Swinging his massive sword he drove Arangbō back. “We stood proud against the Kami and kept Mount Atago isolated for many centuries! We do not need outsiders coming in and stealing from us! I will never allow it!”

“You talk too much, Autumn West.” Arangbō sighed, staff clashing with the blade and shattering, splinters pelting the charred and pockmarked floor. “There is one thing that matters in this world…” He drew back his arm, wincing at his injuries, wood element wreathing him. “…the biggest fist decides everything.”

“You fool, my body is the iron of Byakko, such will…”

“The Flame seems to suit you. Why not have some more heat?” Haru sneered, concentrated beams of light striking him, melting his metal, turning it to liquid. As he shrieked, he was unable to block the huge fist of his brother, which slammed into the streaming metal armour, crashing through, the smell of burnt flesh and feathers filling the air.

As he cartwheeled backwards, ragged and bruised, Haanōbō finished her chant. “Black Ice Prison!”

Fungbō landed, and was suddenly trapped in a block of ice, only his eyes able to move, even his mouth sealed by the transparent, faintly black ice. Haanōbō slumped down, exhausted, and Haru shook her head. “It won’t hold him for long, the flame still burns under it.” She pointed at the flickering tongues of Lost Flame. “Some have gone out, but the others…”

“It buys us time.” Arangbō sighed, his tone filled with grief as he looked at the flaming Shungbō, who was still fighting us, movements clumsy and jerky. Daiyu slammed eight more fists into his flesh wing, the Qi resonance rapidly escalating. Shungbō, coughing fiery blood, let out a billowing tide of flame, and Daiyu dodged it, leaping aside while speaking to the sorrowful Tengu.

“The biggest fists indeed. That is what I believed, and still do. Only those with might can change their fate, the weak are ever at the mercy of the strong, the rules, fate. But with enough might, the biggest fist, the only things that can bind you are those you choose yourself.”

My Eye was glowing, and I could see that Shungbō’s life-force was almost gone, the flames feeding on the remaining shreds of thought and emotion, replacing them with rage, anger, hatred and more. The flame carries darkness element, definitely. I wonder… I darted away, more spikes of earth slowing him, though as the flames intensified as his remaining body crumbled to ash, the time he was halted decreased each time. Shungbō followed, roaring, flaming wing sweeping towards me, but the wing was flickering, a faint steam rising from it.

“Nice work. Now it’s my turn…” Spirit Water bullets pierced him, the wing shattering momentarily, before reforming, several metres smaller than before. Even as his flames grew wilder, his remaining rationality was diminishing, and his movements were becoming increasingly erratic, the escalating damage he was taking building up.

Just a little further. I ducked a sweep of his flaming arm, and with a sizzle of electricity Storming Moonlight flashed, and I severed the limb. Shungbō roared, breathing out another torrent of flame, but I created a vacuum with wind, quelling the worst, and I burst free of the flames, severing his legs. Flames roared back into life, forming a new pair, much like it had with the skeleton, but Daiyu raced in, and with a barrage of blows, heedless of her bleeding arms, bones and muscles savagely overused, she rained down sixteen more slashing strikes, before backing off, exhausted.

“My Spirit Water is depleted. And I confess… I am very… tired.” She fought off the urge to collapse and headed towards the others, safe within Chen Na’s barriers.

“Then take a break. We can handle the rest.” I promised, Storming Moonlight flashing once more, lightning flickering over the surface of Shungbō’s body, momentarily stunning him. Five more steps…

“Come on, I’ll put your suffering to an end.” I called out, and though the remnants of Shungbō corrupted by the Lost Flame didn’t understand, it still provoked him, and shaking off the painful sting of the lightning, he roared and leapt at me, gliding on wings of flame, casting down a rain of searing blasts.

“Now!” I called, and Kana unleashed her Divine Favour, the ground melting like wax before parting, rippling to the side, forming a deep pit. Haru cast her light forth, and icy shards and bolts of water from Haanōbō, and large thorn-like projectiles from Arangbō, joined them, and Shungbō toppled with a scream. My blade was swung and the great flaming wing was cut off again, as Shungbō tumbled into the pit.

“Got you!” Kana gasped, as the liquid earth and stone flowed back into its normal position, leaving Shungbō trapped, only his head visible, the remaining flesh now little more than char, even bones flaking away.

“Just like Fungbō.” I muttered, leaning on my blade, trying to appear nonchalant. It’s not like I’m out of strength, I still have my tricks left, but I have used up a lot during all these battles…

“Is it over?” Haanōbō asked, and I shook my head.

“Not yet. There are still some loose ends. First…” I went over to the injured Tengu, the barriers parting. Motoko and Natsumi came over, clearly disappointed they were unable to help. On seeing that, as I applied Ether Healing, making sure the wounded would at least survive to reach the surface and further aid, I spoke kind words. “Don’t feel down. This was only to gain experience. And it had more experiences than we were expecting, right?”

Natsumi let out a dry chuckle at that, nodding her head, brown eyes sparkling with a mixture of amusement and envy. “It did! I can’t lie and say I didn’t hope to be more useful, but… we weren’t too much of a detriment, at least.”

Motoko agreed. “Yes, though at the end, without the protection of Chen Na, we could have been seriously injured or worse. I shall reflect on it.” She turned to Arangbō and Daiyu. “Big fists are the last word. I find it very apt. My family is a military one and has always sought might. I am no different. Today, Natsumi and I were found wanting, but… we have learned a little, and are all the stronger for it.”

“You didn’t do so bad.” Kana insisted, thoroughly exhausted, having constantly used her Divine Favour in a way she hadn’t so far, pushing her limits. She pulled at her sweaty clothing, fanning herself, only to smile wryly as she saw my inevitable, curious gaze. Her face a little pink, her smile widened.

“Not now. Not yet. This is serious girl talk, Akio.” As I agreed, Kana continued. “You say without Chen Na you’d have been a liability? You and me both! But we did have Chen Na here, and that was the plan from the start. Otherwise we wouldn’t even be here either. Thanks.” At being thanked, the Chinese girl was a little confused, but eventually she nodded and whispered some quiet gratitude.

“If you ask me, knowing when to help and when to stay quiet and do nothing is important. If you ran in and tried to support Akio… well, we already have one girl who tried that and paid for it. Though you’d look cute as catgirls, the both of you.” Kana teased, and Daiyu was next to speak.

“I did not understand every word, but I believe I understood enough.” she spoke softly, her breath coming fast from her exhaustion, her Divine Favour having already repaired her savaged arms. “You are at the start of your path. Nothing is built with hasty foundations. You lost nothing and only gained. If you are too greedy to always profit, you will eventually grasp for something you should not, and the thorns will be poisoned.”

“She is quite right.” Bell agreed. “I didn't get to show off my good side to Akio as much as I wanted, just like you. But I have trained Way-Wardens, good Fae all, and watched some perish. Those who die bravely, doing their duty, I do not mourn, but celebrate, but those who died to their own hubris, I feel grief and…” she smiled. “…that reminds me. The Solstice is a day of remembrance. Would you care to visit the Seelie Court with me and offer your praise to the departed that have long defended the lands of the Fae? There are a multitude of sights you haven't yet seen. I would be happy to show you.”

“That might be an issue. That’s Shaeula’s birthday, so it’ll be her day.” I apologised, and after a moment, Bell shrugged.

“That's fine. We can all go together. The princess is on my side. You too…” she addressed the girls. “...if you hone your strength enough. It might do you good to see the true face of battle, the final rewards of service.”

As Motoko and Natsumi offered their thanks, the next thing to do was deal with Shungbō and Fungbō, now I had completed the Healing, the grateful Tengu thanking me profusely. “First, Shungbō…”

“Can he not be saved?” Arangbō asked. I glanced at his injuries, wondering if he needed Healing, but he waved me off. “Such wounds are nothing, compared to this…” He pointed to the flaming head sticking out of the stone. A heat haze was radiating, and it was possible he would be able to break free in time.

“I’m afraid not.” Haru shook her head sadly. “The flame is merely prolonging the remnants of his spirit, filling the gaps with accumulated rage and pain. But it also burns away what little was left of him. No, all that is left is resentment and regret. Best to let it pass on. Trust me, I know. Even a Throne… it would not be Shungbō anymore, even if we had one to spare.”

“I see. Then… I shall end his pain.” Arangbō declared solemnly, clenching one fist, only for Haru to gently reach out and grab his wrist, a great act of bravery for her, shown by her trembling fingers.

“No, allow me. My light, the light I inherited from his father, it will send him on.” She gathered her energy, and allowed it to surge, the light pouring from her, and Shungbō screeched, head thrashing and wailing, though it soon quietened, eyes going glassy and dull, flames dimming, until it simply vanished, a faint ash swept up in the rising heat. Arangbō groaned, pained, while Haanōbō covered her masked face. Haru slumped, and I caught her, before regretting it, but she merely smiled weakly.

“Thank you, Akio-kun. I am… rather weak now. That used almost all my remaining light energy. But I have kept just a little…” she glanced at Fungbō, whose eyes were filled with hatred, mouth opening soundlessly in the ice binding him, his skin taking on a blue-tinged, frostbitten pallor.

“When we let him out, he’ll likely rampage. We could subdue him, but… can you bubble him, trapping him inside? We can then transport him safely enough.” I asked Chen Na for aid.

“Since I have no more need for barriers, I think I can.” she agreed. “I have a little strength left.”

“In that case…” I paused, noticing that Daiyu was peering down at some odd, burned fragments that had seemingly been expelled from the ground when Kana had used her Favour. What is that?

“It seems to be some sort of rope. Though it is massive and largely burned away.” Daiyu mused, holding the blackened tufts.

“That’s a shimenawa rope.” Kana interrupted, immediately recognising it. “You’ve all seen them before at shrines, mine included. But what is it doing here?”

“I don’t know, but… there’s more to the story than we know. But for now… that’s not our priority. Haru…” I hated to ask, when she was clearly exhausted, but we needed to finish this.

“Yes, I know. One last effort and I can finally rest. Or perhaps…” She freed herself from my grip. “Fungbō, you foolish, selfish man… I hope you still have room in your heart for regret…” Her light flashed a final time, and the tongues of flame still flickering under the ice, as well as those scattered around the charred ground, all vanished, melted like fog.

With a grunt, Arangbō kicked out, none too gently, and Fungbō’s head rocked back, ice shattering. Blood trickled from his mouth as his mask cracked, and he glared at his brother, before his gaze softened. “Brother, please! I am sorry, I did not mean to… it was the Flame, yes, the Flame! I cannot be blamed! We all know the corruption it brings…”

“Shut up.” Arangbō growled, and the trapped Tengu flinched, realising he was in a dangerous situation. “You killed the Summer South, our brother, shattered the Four Directions, and for what? Some petty jealousy? A dim-witted ambition? And you say I am foolish. We lost. And without their aid, while we may likely have defeated that creature…” He glanced at the pile of mostly dispersed ashes that were the corpse of Atago-un-kamuy. “…I can hardly claim we would have done it without casualties. But with aid, we were victorious, and you threw that away. And I have not forgotten, you wished to kill me too…” he rumbled dangerously, and as shards of the broken Tengu mask fell away, revealing pale human-like features Fungbō was too terrified to try and hide, not that he could, bound in ice as he was, he tried to make excuses.

“No, it was the flames, not me, I was misled, bewitched! Even then, I strove to have you on my side, I…”

“Enough.” Haanōbō sighed, the set of her wings and shoulders expressing her disgust. “There is no point wasting your time talking to him. We have only two choices, take him back to Great Tarōbō, our father, for just judgement, or kill him here…”

“Haanōbō, you bitch…” Fungbō cursed, before he remembered himself. “I apologise, you just caught me off-guard. You would not kill me, would you sister? We have had our differences, but…”

I shook my head as they argued. He’s pathetic. Trying to weasel his way out, despite his deeds. The girls thought the same, looking at him if he was lower than a cockroach, and Haanōbō wasn’t fooled.

“Differences? You wished me dead and was prepared to kill our own brother to achieve that. The Flame may have corrupted you…” Hearing her words, Fungbō clung to hope, before she crushed it, ruthlessly. “…but only because your heart was already dark. None of us succumbed, not even her, who is a spirit and far more vulnerable, even though she burns with it.” She nodded at Haru respectfully, dipping her wings. “You disappoint me. I only have one brother now.”

“Two…” Arangbō laughed, and she shot him an annoyed glare.

“Enough. My heart aches, this day has been too much. Father should deal with you, as both your father, and Great Tarōbō, ruler of us Tengu and Mount Atago.” Haanōbō asked Chen Na for her aid, and as her ice exploded, freeing the shivering, wounded Tengu within, Chen Na used her remaining strength to trap him in a force bubble. I know how hard that is to escape from. I doubt Fungbō has any clever scheme…

Ignoring his cries, Haanōbō turned to me, clearly hurting from this bitter experience. “The Flame. We have not cleansed it. Not entirely. Even now the damned spirits are starting to reform.” She pointed to the hearth where the flame burned, seeing sparks gathering in the air.

“A good point. If we retreat, we might not have to face the bear again, but…” I stopped as Haru grabbed my shoulder. I raised an eyebrow, and she smiled, though her presence was upsetting the spirit-lights.

“I shall go. Into the Flame itself.” she declared, and I froze, shocked for a moment, only for her to laugh, amused.

“Why fear? Didn’t you say that this Flame will purify and enhance me? The Lost Flame then?” She shook her head, dismissing it. “Such I can bear. But within the fires, perhaps I can cut off the root. Most of it is gone, destroyed in our battles, but it will grow again. Fire spreads, after all.”

“Are you sure?” Kana asked, worried. “I’d hate for anything bad… uh, more bad to happen to you, Haru-chan.”

“I’m sure.” Her eyes betrayed no fear. “Besides, we came here to grow stronger. I have, certainly, but… I can’t pass up this chance.”

Fungbō was raging at the blasphemy, and Haanōbō was troubled, but Arangbō surprised us by giving his blessing. “We have come this far, if you believe you can cleanse the Sacred Flame, do so. I will take responsibility. That shame can hardly weigh with the loss of our brother, slain by another brother.”

“If you have decided, I won’t stop you. But I’ll be right here, and if it looks bad, I’ll jump in and pull you out, all right?” I insisted, and she giggled.

“You worry as always, Akio-kun. But you shouldn’t.” She eyed the spirit-lights meaningfully. “Not until it is clean.”

With that she strode forwards, and I purged the forming damned spirits with light as Haru needed her last strength. She paused in front of the roaring fire, looking down at the deep hearth pensively, before her legs faded to mist, and she floated out into the blaze, her figure only vaguely visible, flames roaring higher suddenly, giving off a powerful radiance…
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As Haru stepped into the flames, Kana was rather worried beside me. My Eye couldn’t see too much due to the glare, though the amber letters scrolling across my vision matched the physical phenomena I was seeing, the source of the Flame bobbing uneasily, while the dark flecks of Lost Flame were moving towards the shadow of Haru I could just make out within.

“Will Haru-chan be all right?” Kana asked.

“I hope so. But we just have to trust her. Haru is a smart woman, unlike me, she had a proper job before all this started.” I spoke self-deprecatingly, trying to lighten the tense mood. “She was a career woman, and people like Haru don’t risk everything on a gamble they aren’t sure of. Especially not after…” I trailed off, glancing at Motoko and Natsumi. I know they know Haru was murdered, but not all the gruesome details, unlike Hinata, who is more worldly-wise, and also could have been a potential victim, if circumstances were different. And I don’t want to pollute their ears with tales of such inhuman cruelty. Let them enjoy their innocence as long as they can.

“I get it. Yes, you’re right. Haru-chan’s got it in hand, I’m sure.” Kana murmured softly, more to convince herself of it than believing it.

“The battle seems to be over then.” Motoko remarked, and Arangbō snorted, his voice still coloured by pain and anger.

“You wish to fight more, hearty eater?”

Motoko realised her attitude was a little inappropriate, and she bowed politely in apology. “I have been thoughtless. When there have been deaths, the battlefield is a solemn place, and I forgot that.”

On seeing her downcast look, Arangbō shrugged. “Forgive me, my mood is grim. After a victory, there should be joy. No, we will raise sake and meat for our fallen brother.” He glared at the imprisoned Fungbō, who was beating on the inside of the barrier bubble uselessly. “And Great Tarōbō will pass judgement.” He then turned back to Motoko. “Do not seek the battlefield. Peace is more rewarding than war. But keep your weapons sharp, for when war comes, peace can be lost forever if you are weak and unprepared.”

Motoko nodded, her brown eyes showing her understanding. “I thank you for the lesson. I shall take it to heart.”

“She is a polite one.” Arangbō said to me. “Though spirited. I fear my dear sister will have a difficult time ahead.”

“I am sure I do not know what you mean.” Haanōbō pouted. “We should be focusing on what matters, cleansing the Flame. We have come too far and lost too much to fail now.” She eyed the roaring pillar of fire Haru had entered.

“That’s right.” I agreed, relaxing, the after-battle banter lowering my tension. “I don’t want to leave the job half-done. But Haru’s confident she can handle this, so we should believe in her.”

“It’s lines like that which get you into trouble, Akio.” Kana giggled, her own worry fading a little. “Is it me, or does it seem like there are fewer dark spots in the fire?”

I looked closely, and it did seem the Flame was brighter, if a little smaller. While I was watching the Flame, Natsumi and Daiyu were searching around the cavern, and had found a number more fragments of burned shimenawa rope, enough to identify that the original rope would have been huge, easily as thick as a metre across or more.

“I think it was here…” Bell pointed out, her Elvish eyes keen. “The ground has been ruined by our battles, but… these indentations do not seem natural.”

The Tengu didn’t seem to be interested, but there were a number of things I had experienced since arriving at Mount Atago that didn’t quite add up, or if it did, it painted an unusual picture. The Sacred Flame. The Kami giving Mount Atago into the care of Tarōbō, and his distaste and isolation from Kyoto. The Staff Of Muted Desires, the Ainu architecture, the shimenawa rope burned away… Atago-un-kamuy. There’s definitely a secret here. Perhaps Prince Shōtoku knows. And if not… looks like Yasaka-san is having another workout…

There were some long indentations in the ground, holes deep enough to fit a sword, and the bottom of these round holes were full of puddles of melted metal. They were spaced regularly, as far as we could tell, though some holes had certainly been destroyed by the conflict here.

“It’s a ring around the hearth. With some sort of pins, I’d guess. You certainly do pay attention.” I praised Bell, who straightened, preening.

“To be a Way-Warden, you need observation and hunting skills. The Unseelie are more of a direct threat, but those wily and treacherous Wild Hunt bastards are tricky. If you don't pay attention to the details and have keen eyes and ears, you might find their jaws at your throat, or worse, see one of your comrades die.”

After a little more talking, the changes in the Flame were becoming more pronounced. It was smaller, brighter and the number of spots of Lost Flame had diminished significantly. The shadow of Haru within the flames still seemed intact, and my Foresight wasn’t giving off any particular warnings, the needles of discomfort having died down after Fungbō was defeated, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be a problem or Haru would be safe. I’m never going to rely entirely on Foresight. It’s another tool in the box, and when it triggers we have to pay attention and take precautions, but it’s the very definition of unreliable.

My Eye glowed, and as the last fragments of Lost Flame vanished, seemingly drawn into Haru, the Flame shuddered once more, and the three columns of fire that soared into the spatial rifts above were clean and shining a brilliant golden yellow.

Sacred Flame Of Mount Atago – The source of the Flame which burns brilliantly, freeing ghosts and other tormented spirits of their impurities, Negative Karma and griefs. Ghosts, wraiths and other Spiritual beings who are not warped and twisted by evil will be strengthened and purified, their natures enhanced, tempered, and by absorbing the now pristine Flame, their existence will be distilled and reforged, and damage to the Spirit can be repaired, lost energy replenished. This Flame contains a powerful, ancient Adherence, though it has been shackled by another Adherence, bound to burn here eternally while the Adherence remains.


I see. More information this time. Adherence shackled by another. Isn’t this rather similar to the Tower of London, just on a far smaller scale? It’s too soon to be certain, but I think I’m starting to put these puzzle pieces together… Moments later, Haru floated out of the flames, and she looked a little different, her hair and eyes now tinged with a faint golden glow, like her brown hair had pretty blonde highlights. On seeing she was safe, everyone called out in relief, and she smiled, the flames that were clinging to her gone.

“Were you worried? How sweet.” She smiled warmly, her misty, formless lower body transforming into legs again as she stepped out of the hearth and onto the shattered ground. Seeing Kana was greatly relieved, her smile intensified. “Don’t fret, I’m perfectly fine. In fact, I feel better than ever. It’s almost like I’m filled with life. Which is odd, considering.” She winked. “Akio-kun, I know you are just dying to take a look at how I’ve grown stronger, so feel free. But be careful how you’re peeking. A lady always has some secrets, and I’d hate to have to tell your lovely girlfriends here you were being a pervert.”

“You know I wouldn’t do that.” I promised softly. “Not to you, Haru.”

“Oh, so you’ve done it to others. Oh yes… Matsumuro-san.” She eyed the spirit-light, which now the Lost Flame was all gone, was back to bobbing around me in a gentle orbit, though it was larger and more luminous than previously. “Best be careful, Haanōbō.” Haru joked. “He has a roving eye. I would say you should be safe, as he took you for a sister, but then with Akio-kun, you just never know…”

Haanōbō snorted sourly, ignoring her to inspect the Sacred Flame, along with Arangbō, seeming relieved it was pure once more.

“Oh, I’ve taken out everything within the flames I can reach.” Haru reassured them. “There are probably some dregs remaining in the Flame above, and scattered about the dungeon, but without the source of Lost Flame, they should wither up and die soon enough.” She paused, glimmering eyes going distant for a moment. “The Lost Flame was dangerous, definitely. But there was a sadness within it. It existed to purify, to take in hatred, suffering, wrath… but just like paper is stained by the ink that writes on it, so too this Flame changed. How it got here… I couldn’t tell. But it’s not from this world, or at least it didn’t originate here. I think… like draws like, the two flames are similar.”

Daiyu nodded at that when I translated the harder expressions. “Like draws like. Yes, that is a principle of Cultivation. It does not seem so far-fetched. Not with all we have seen these last weeks.”

“We’ll get to the bottom of everything.” I promised. “But for now… you’re right, Haru. I am curious. It’s been quite a while since I’ve checked your abilities. You definitely feel stronger.”

“You can hardly wait to lay me bare. It’s like I said.” she giggled softly to Kana and the others. Spreading her arms wide, she waited, and my Eye flashed.

Suzuki Haru [Chosen Of She Who Shows Compassion And Mercy, Kannon] [Onryō]
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Empath 2/10 
Ghost Of Light 4/10 8/10
Conqueror 1/50
Purified Through Flame 3/10
Wielder Of A Mutated Element 1/10
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“What’s up with all those Classes?” I exclaimed, surprised. “Are you trying to give me a run for my money?” I couldn’t help but be impressed. On hearing the numbers, Motoko and Natsumi were extremely envious, and Haru, just like an older sister, offered them words of comfort, while Daiyu merely stood there impassive, but I knew enough of her emotions to see her slight discontent, so I surprised her by stroking her head, and as she looked at me with her black eyes in surprise, I smiled reassuringly.

“Don’t worry, your stats aren’t that much lower after the boost you got when your Chakra network properly stabilised and your Dantian was fixed. A lot of it comes down to the Rank of the Silver Cord as well, and yours is several Ranks lower. Besides, I think Haru finds it easier to strengthen herself, as she’s a being of spirit.”

“I was merely surprised.” Daiyu insisted, though I noticed she didn’t brush off my hand, and I enjoyed the soft feeling of her silken hair for a short while. “My Dao cannot be shaken by such, my heart is true. It simply motivates me to try harder.” She then turned to Haru. “Most impressive. I doubt anyone can bully you anymore.”

“That’s true. Except for Akio-kun. Who could stop him?” her lips quirked in a wry smile. “But it is a relief to me. Were… were I to meet Kondou Kazuo again, thankfully as impossible as that is, this time it would be him who falls. Besides, my mind feels clearer, my mood better. I still remember, and it saddens me, but… it feels more detached from me, the memories, the fear.”

“Wouldn’t that have something to do with your Classes or Skills?” Kana pointed out. She was quite used to how things worked, having been in my camp from nearly the start, even if she only started exploring the Boundary side of things once I had mastered Chirurgery.

“I think so.” I glanced at Haanōbō and Arangbō, but Haru shook her head, denying my unspoken question.

“I believe it’s fine, Akio-kun. We are going to be in an alliance soon enough. Though a woman does like to keep some mystery, so maybe just the pertinent points?”

“All right then.” I had to laugh at her attitude. “I see you’ve managed to get some Split Thoughts.”

“Yes, keeping everyone straight in my head, passing on information, especially when linked to the twins, it does take a toll. I needed to partition the thoughts, and eventually I found I was able to keep them separate.” she explained, and I nodded.

“That makes sense. Also, you have Darkness Manipulation, but no Chakra producing any. It’s the first time I’ve seen that. I suppose it could be because you’ve converted your light element to darkness via your Ghost Of Light Class?”

“I would think so. I need to use it sometimes, dealing with dark emotions, and I certainly had to experiment here, holding the corruption of the Lost Flame at bay.” Haru agreed. “And speaking of flame…”

Purifying Spirit Flame – This ultra-pure double-mutated Flame Element is a Spiritual Fire that can damage existences that do not have a tangible form. It also serves to purify, destroying corruption, Curses and Negative Karma. When used on a Spiritual being, it can either cause harm or aid in restoration of a damaged Spirit. It is also highly effective against Darkness Elemental energies, consuming the negative aspects of such.


“That sounds a mix of both flames.” I pointed out, and she agreed. “Enhanced Spiritual Form I’ve seen before, it’s basically my Spiritually Pure Physique for spiritual beings, so it’s a good catch.”

We then moved on to her Classes. “Empath is maxed out, I’m not surprised as you have raised a lot of Skills relating to Telepathy and dealing with emotions. You got Conqueror… well, you know when.” Even though Haru seemed more relaxed about her terrible ordeal, even if the experience here had helped her, it didn’t change the fact that it was still something that had scarred her, and I wasn’t going to touch it lightly. “Wielder Of A Mutated Element is self-explanatory. So that leaves…”

“Spirit Guider, Purified One… and Pledged Vassal.” Natsumi spoke happily and with eager excitement, and Haru flushed.

“Is it fun embarrassing an older woman?” she joked, red-faced. “We might as well get that one out of the way. Though a gentleman might have omitted that one in public, Akio-kun.”

“My bad.” I smiled. “I’ll be diplomatic. So, Pledged Vassal…”

Pledged Vassal is a Class gained when someone willingly accepts Vassalisation, and feels a great deal of gratitude and loyalty to the object of their service. Going above and beyond the duties and work of a mere Vassal, the Vassal Territory can benefit from a portion of strength from the main Territory if both parties permit, and likewise with agreement, special Buildings and features in both Territories can share their effects between the two Territories, the effect growing stronger and closer to a hundred percent as the Level of this Class increases.


Yeah, I won’t embarrass Haru by telling all the details. I have to say, I’m rather touched though, to think she trusts me so much, after what happened to her… “It’s powerful. We should have looked into this earlier, it’s my mistake. We haven’t really lost anything by delaying, but we might as well gain all the benefits we can. The Glorious Idol Of Kannon, and my White Snake Earth Altar… they should both be shared.”

Haru was puzzled for a moment, but after I explained the details and a little fumbling with the settings of our Territories remotely, we worked out how, and I could feel an additional connection between our Territories. “Next is… “

Purified Through Flame is a Class gained when a Spiritual being infected with significant Curses, regrets, despair, Negative Karma and other such attributes is cleansed by a Fire of Spiritual significance, and then manages through force of will to set aside such misfortune. League increases, as does Fate and Resilience. Abilities that manipulate Darkness, Light, Yin and Yang Elements are strengthened, and abilities and effects that act on such Curses and dark emotions are magnified.


Yeah, I’ll edit that one down to the positives. “Basically, it’s a League and Fate booster, and buffs your elements. I’ll tell you the details later, but… it says you can only get it by having the strong will to fight your misfortune, so… good job Haru, you earned it through your own efforts.” I imagine dealing with the Lost Flame blazing on her triggered it, but she might have eventually got it on her own anyway, assuming she ended up finding another spiritual flame somewhere. I wonder if Foehn would count for that?

“Me? Strong willed?” She shook her head, surprised. “I was so pathetic and fragile, I felt like I was going mad, unable to cope, even before I experienced anything like you did, Akio-kun, Daiyu-chan. But… I suppose I turned my life around. Or I would have, if…”

“Yeah, we get it.” I smiled soothingly at her joke. “Moving on, we have…”

Spirit Guider is a Class that allows a Spiritual being to guide and succour other such beings. Spirit and mind-affecting abilities are strengthened when applied to Spiritual beings, with the effect especially pronounced when using Blessings, cleansing and other beneficial powers. Charm increases and Majesty increase slightly, and the affects of Charm and Majesty on Spiritual beings and their ilk is magnified.


“I did wonder why you seemed a little prettier, Haru.” Bell laughed. “I think cleansing the Flame like you did has had an effect.”

“Yes, looks like Haru-chan got all the rewards this time. Don’t feel bad though Akio, I’m sure you can make do with the alliance.” Kana teased me, and I smiled wryly.

“Yeah, Haru was the MVP here, no question. But I wouldn’t say I gained nothing. My Level increased to one hundred and thirty-seven. And my Foehn, while it didn’t Rank up, now apparently after feasting on the Lost Flame, it’s better able to affect intangible and incorporeal targets, and it should be easier to break the wall to Rank nine in the future.” Yeah, it was hardly a great change in my combat abilities, but Levels are always good, especially since my gain lately has slowed, and breaking the bottlenecks to Rank six and nine is always an effort, so anything that helps my main abilities like Foehn do that is well worth it. Though as it isn’t even at Rank eight yet that might be premature…

“I suddenly feel less special.” Haru sighed, though I could tell she was teasing me. “Nearly a hundred Levels ahead of me. And I’ve been working so hard too. It’s just you work me to the bone day and night, never getting any rest…”

“That sounds like something my sister would say to deliberately rile me up.” I sighed.

“Which sister? Haanōbō?” Haru continued in good humour, and I shook my head.

“All right, enough teasing. The rest of you, at least you all gained a few Levels. And nobody died or was injured, except for Shungbō. Sorry, that was a bit insensitive of me.” I apologised to the Tengu, but Arangbō shook his head.

“The losses were not caused by our enemies. I can hardly fault you for celebrating a safe return from battle, even if not all of the Directions will return together.” He hammered his fist on the bubble holding Fungbō, his eyes blazing. “Great Tarōbō will deal with his foolish son. Foolish sons and daughter. For we allowed this to happen by our carelessness. We should return and put this ordeal behind us. My hand craves a gourd of sweet sake and some fatty, juicy boar, the meat crisp and tender, brown and fragrant…”

“Not so fast.” Haru interrupted, surprising us once again.

“Is there a problem, Haru-chan?” Kana asked, and Haru denied it.

“A problem? No. But an opportunity, yes.” She looked at me, then up at the spirit-lights. “See how they grow? The Sacred Flame can fuel a spirit, if properly applied. And I believe I can do it. Now the contamination of the sad Lost Flame is burning away, there should be little danger. Don’t you want to hasten the return of Matsumuro-san, even see her again? Just… take the advice of a woman your own age, Akio-kun. When you do, don’t apologise. That’ll only hurt her. Trust me, I know.”

“I see. I’ll… try.” I managed lamely, and she sighed.

“Yes, it does go against your nature not to. I’ve given my advice, it’s up to you whether you take it. But…” she glanced at the Spirit Flame roaring in the hearth. “I think it’s worth a try. With my Spirit Guider, I can reduce the risk significantly.” She looked at the two Tengu. “You wouldn’t refuse us this little boon, would you? The Flame will grow again in time, taking a little now won’t hurt it over the long term.”

“What do you think, brother? You are the Spring East, and the strongest of us…” Haanōbō admitted. “…as for me, I can turn a blind eye to it.”

“Seiryū knows gratitude and repays evil to evil, and aid for aid.” he rumbled. “But do not be greedy. We fought here too, and this is our home, our Flame.”

“Thank you for your consideration. It’s only one… no, two I guess.” she amended, and that troubled me.

“The Sacred Flame won’t work on the evil. Kinneka… he wasn’t exactly friendly.” I warned, and she nodded.

“Like that silver cat who poor Hyacinth is taking charge of. But Bakeneko don’t seem to be evil, just selfish, cruel and whimsical. Hardly good or nice, but… evil is something worse. But if the flames burn his evil deeds and cause him agony, then doesn’t he deserve it? Rebirth always comes with pain. I know.” she whispered, and Kana-chan took her hand reassuringly, getting a wan smile in return.

I have to admit I don’t want his spirit-light bobbing around there now it’s grown stronger. If I find out he’s peeking at the girls, I’ll put out his damn eyes and he can be a mie no mienai neko instead. With that tasteless pun in mind, I stepped closer to the hearth, the flames giving off tremendous heat. Mind made up, I swallowed, nervous. Tsukiko-san, if it hastens your return, or better yet… “What should I do?”

“Just let me guide them. You shouldn’t have to do anything…” she paused for a moment. “…I think? I’m hardly an expert, despite apparently being a ghost whisperer.” She laughed a touch nervously. “But the spirit-lights drew in the Flame before, so I’m certain it will nourish and repair them. Here we go…”

A golden-yellow flame blazed around her, forming a conduit between Haru, the Sacred Flame and the two spirit-lights. As the burning tendrils closed in, the lights darted closer, and the flame began to flow, the radiance growing them, the brightness, size and density of the spirit-lights increasing at an accelerating rate. I watched, my Eye shining amber, marvelling at the spectacle, only to hiss in pain as searing fire cascaded down through Kin Bonding, disarraying the elements in my body.

“Damn it, that hurts…” An involuntary cry escaped my lips, and at that Haru, her expression intense as she concentrated, fire flowing through her and out into the spirit-lights, spared me a withering glance.

“Don’t be a baby, Akio-kun. I’m sure it hurts the cat there more…” Indeed, Tsukiko-san’s light was steady, which made sense as she had dedicated her life to others and had barely indulged in any of the joys that life had to offer, while Kinneka was a selfish, hedonistic and cruel Yōkai. His spirit-light was dancing madly, throwing off a number of blue and black sparks which flared into yellow ashes before dissipating, and I imagined I could hear mental yelping. No, I don’t think that’s actually an illusion…

“Careful, it seems that I’m losing more of the Scared Flame than I should. Tighten up, Akio-kun!” she cried, and I used Aether Manipulation to try and clamp the Kin Bonding conduits, not allowing the Flame to flow. It wasn’t enough, as it spilled through, and I could feel Shaeula crying out as well, surprised.

Not enough. I have a little spare, not much, but… I added adherence to the mix, encircling the flame, almost like it was a shimenawa rope in my mental image, and soon the flow settled, pooling back into the spirit-lights, which were massive and full, and growing with each moment, as the Sacred Flame dimmed a little. A second wave of pain struck me, the residue of the Sacred Flame within me, and it then scattered, greedily soaking into the bonds between me and the others, and my Eye pulsed in time with it, amber letters flashing.

Your Skill, Kin Bonding And Restoration, has absorbed the essence of a Spiritual Flame dealing with Strengthening, Purification and Rebirth. Curses, poisons, misfortune and other negative influences slowing the return of Bonded Kin you have taken as Spirit-lights will be gradually burned away, and the nourishment of said Spirit-lights will be increased, allowing a faster rebirth, and the chance of a Spirit-light being too damaged to take into Kin Bonding by such attacks will also be reduced, as the Flame now absorbed and propagating within will repair the Spirit over time. Your resistance to all such effects also increases.


With that the pains stabilised, the Bonds settling, and with a backlash of energy from me, the spirit-lights swelled, bursting into a brilliant glow, and they separated from me, drifting overhead, before descending in a bright flash of light, resolving under the amazed eyes of everyone, especially the Tengu, who knew nothing of Kin Restoration, into a pair of stunned figures, one a naked male cat with golden fur covering his dangerous areas, and the other…

An inhumanly beautiful woman, her long dark hair wrapped around her like a veil, her ruby red eyes blinking softly, looked around with shocked surprise. “Where… where am I?” She caught sight of me, her eyes widening, as she recognised me, and her lips parted again to speak…


Four Hundred And Twenty


“Where… am I?” she asked slowly. As she shifted, her hair parted, revealing she was wearing simple, plain and unadorned shrine maiden hakama, the red and white contrasting with the black of her hair, and matching her crimson eyes and pale white skin. That’s lucky. It wasn’t just our Neko who was going to get blinded if she was naked too… “I remember… dying. My duty done, and… sleeping, dreamlessly in a dark, warm place. No, not dreamlessly…”

It seemed that being reborn was a shocking process, as both Kinneka and Tsukiko-san were stunned and lethargic, but as her eyes regained their focus and her voice its strength, she continued. “…I do remember some dreams. Seeing what I think you saw. And a Yōkai, a cat…” she glanced at the still frozen Kinneka, his tail lashing instinctively, his eyes still spinning. “She spoke to me, I think. It is all so hard to remember, fragments that fade as the dawn sun breaks. But…” her pale skin reddened. “…I do remember enough.”

The downside of Kin Restoration in full force. I’m sorry Tsukiko-san, I didn’t know! Apologising in my mind, I glossed over that. “That doesn’t matter. What does is, welcome back Tsukiko-san.” I spoke warmly, and for a moment she again looked puzzled, before she smiled, like a flower in bloom, an expression that looked at odds with her usually serious, taciturn face.

“So, the Definite can be halted. I see I was right to hope, but wrong to accept it. Yet…” her eyes narrowed. “...where are we? I see Tengu. This must be the spiritual realm of the Kami.”

The Tengu were equally as stunned, seeing two beings effectively being born from me in a surge of aether and the Sacred Flame, and as they flapped their wings, expressing shock, I spoke gently and calmly, not wanting to unduly stress Tsukiko-san after her rebirth.

“You’re actually not far from home. This is Mount Atago.”

“Atago? I see, the sacred mountain on the borders of Kyoto. Then I wonder…” Her words were cut off by Kinneka finally regaining his senses, and he surged into a combat stance, claws out, tail waving rapidly, hissing, his golden mane bristling.

“You bastards, I’ll never forgive you for killing my sister, and… me?” His thoughts and memories started to catch up with his current situation. Even so, he moved on instinct, leaping to attack the closest person to him, which happened to be Natsumi. She tensed, grabbing for her sword, but before there was any trouble, I was there, seizing him by the scruff of the neck and slamming him down into the shattered ground. He yelped, shifting his form to try and escape my grasp, shrinking in an instant, but my arm shot out, grabbing his head in a vice-like grip, fingers squirming into his skull, applying pressure, and he yowled in pain.

“I know your tricks, you can’t shrink your head away, or change it too much. So calm down, I’d hate you to die again so soon after your practically miraculous rebirth.” I warned, a touch maliciously. I don’t have any good feelings towards these two cats at all. But Ginneka has a vital use, so if we can leash her, I’ll let her make it up to us through service… “I’m not the man I was when we fought before. You’re not my match. Even Nurarihyon acknowledges me. I remember you were going to throw my skull at his feet.”

“I… remember?” He shuddered, looking rather small and helpless, being the size of a young boy as he tried to escape my painful control. “Then that bitch… no, that hurts, stop squeezing…” he cried, and Kana laughed meanly at the comical sight.

“Then don’t call Shaeula a bitch. I won’t stand for it.” I warned. “Besides…” My grin was triumphant, as I explained his current situation. “…since she’s a Number of the Hyakki Yagyō, you should show her more respect.”

That surprised him. For a moment he froze, before realising he could tell he was no longer Ninetieth. “So, her Kamaitachi blood tells. Ninetieth. Her mother must be so proud… ouch, stop it!” the cat cried, as I shook him savagely.

“I warned you. Be nice. And not Ninetieth. Seventy-First.”

At that the Bakeneko gaped, stunned. On seeing that, I did feel a slight tinge of sympathy for him, but it was quickly swallowed by memories of him tearing apart the weaselkin maid for sport. She was a traitor and an enemy, but that didn’t make their cruelty and attempts to hurt Shaeula any more acceptable.

“Things have changed. So I’m going to let you down now, but if you make any suspicious moves…” I raised my hand, a last flicker of Foehn, my stock nearly exhausted, glimmering above my palm. “…it could be the shortest-lived resurrection ever.”

I released the cat, and he resumed his full size. It was then his green eyes opened wide. “My sister, Ginneka… you killed her. But… I’m here. Is she…”

At least he does worry for his sister. I suppose he’s not irredeemable, or the Sacred Flame would have left nothing after burning away the bad, just ashes of the spirit. “She’s back too. And we’ve come to an arrangement. As compensation for her crimes, she’ll be serving us for a while.”

“I see.” His tail drooped, ears flat against his skull. “I… this is very strange. A fierce battle, my sister dying, then I was slain, by the weaklings it should have been easy to deal with. Then I knew nothing, until I burned with agony, my mind feeling as if it would explode. And then… here I am.”

“Yes, here you are.” I agreed. “Now I promised your sister I would bring you back as part of the deal, but I never said I wouldn’t kill you again afterwards if you cause trouble. So sit down, be quiet, and you’ll naturally learn something.” I flared my League and Majesty, and he leapt down, tail erect, feeling the distance between our powers now. “And will you please put on some clothes? There are ladies present.”

As the Bakeneko was suddenly wrapped in an ordinary robe, I turned back to Tsukiko-san. “Sorry about the interruption. Shall we continue?”

She still seemed a little overwhelmed by her sudden revival, but managed a polite nod. “Yes. I think I have grasped the main point. I remember when you asked me to marry you…” At that Kana rolled her eyes. “…it was so that your ability could save me in the worst scenario. Instead I…” she flushed, perhaps remembering, touching her lips with her graceful fingers.

“Yes, receiving your Divine Favour, and understanding your intentions, they were enough for me to see you as Kin in my heart.” I agreed calmly. “So I was able to protect your spirit. In the end, even as you were dying, you came back to reassure me, to give me a hint on how to defeat the vile toad. Do you remember?”

Her flush deepened, fingers on her lips. “Yes, it is coming back to me. I was so… flippant. Quite unlike me. Perhaps laying down the burden I had carried all those years, being untethered to a body of flesh, affected me, made me giddy. And I…” She was now scarlet, and she lowered her eyes, a little ashamed.

“I hardly see a problem.” Motoko offered solemnly. “I have heard much about you and your struggles. You have fought fate and the future for many long years, always alone, always facing matters only you can understand. It is only natural to seek release. Besides…” she knelt down beside the sitting Tsukiko-san. “…everyone has the right to their own happiness. Any Gods that would deny such are not Gods but Demons.”

“But someone must make the sacrifice…” Tsukiko-san protested weakly, and I took over, nodding gratefully to Motoko.

“…and you made yours. You died, after giving everything. You can tell, can't you?”

Tsukiko-san nodded. “It is quite strange. I have entered the spiritual world of Kyoto a number of times, but… it is missing.” She looked down at her lower body, where the Silver Cord would have been. “I have no ties to the world that I was born in. I am a free, untethered spirit.”

“Yes, but as you said before you left us, if Haru can, you can. Oh, by the way, you should thank Haru, she helped bring you back much faster. It could have been another month or two otherwise.”

“I didn’t do much.” Haru was embarrassed. “I just helped Akio-kun take this opportunity. Besides, us murder victims have to stick together.” Her expression and tone were deadpan, bringing another giggle from Kana. “But… if you want to go home…” she was suddenly serious. “...obviously there’s a way, but…” she glanced at me, and I nodded.

“You’ll need a slot on a Throne Of Heroes. I think it’s probably likely that as the ether density of Earth rises and the Boundary collapses, spiritual beings will be able to visit the Material unaided if they are strong enough, but who knows how long that’ll take. But you are more than welcome to stay in my Territory if you prefer. It’s linked to Kyoto, and has some modern amenities, and no shortage of visitors. You could be comfortable there. If you do want to go back, and… I think there’s reason to…”

I know she wasn’t close to her family, not at all, but unlike Shiro’s they weren’t selfish or disregarded her, instead they were too in awe of her and her purpose to be a proper family, but they grieved at her funeral. “…you have people waiting for you, so if you do take a slot on my Throne, I will give you the minimum possible restrictions and obligations. Or you could take one under Haru if that’d be more comfortable for you. She’s a woman and also the one who knows what you’ve been through the best. I know Yukiko-san would be more than happy to offer you the same, she's desperate to see you again and regrets your death more than anyone. It's just... I'm going to have openings soon, so if you'd rather not wait...”

I then reached out a hand, and Tsukiko-san took it, letting me pull her to her feet. As she brushed her long hair back and straightened her hakama, her expression changed, and she looked more like the calm, composed Diviner I had met before. “It is a lot to decide. I feel… strange. My burden has passed to you, and I feel regret. And an unwillingness to step aside. Tsukuyomi still whispers to me, even now. But… for the moment, this moment, I am a blank slate again, free. So I shall decide when I am ready, and the decision will be as I wish it.”

“That’s great, and all I can ask. There’s truly no rush.” I agreed. "You definitely have options."

“So for now, I would ask that you tell me what I have missed during my long slumber. How… how fares the Princesses?” she asked, unable to forget her visions or duties.

“I think we have waited long enough.” Arangbō broke in, and I agreed, as we had been talking for several minutes, ignoring them. “I believe I have understood from listening. Quite a miraculous gift, you never fail to surprise. But…” He thumped the barrier bubble holding his treacherous murderer of a brother. “…we must return to Mount Atago and Great Tarōbō. Only when judgement falls on this coward will our duties end.” He then paused, and his eyes behind his long-nosed crimson mask narrowed with amusement. “So, your Kin are immortal, it seems? I wonder…” he smirked. “…how does it feel, sister, knowing that he can bring you back from death.”

Haanōbō crossed her arms over her chest, wings dipping, annoyed. “I am grateful that he stood up for me, but you can not simply win a sister by battle. It is all nonsense!”

“Yes, not a sister.” he agreed and she missed his tone.

“I have no dislike for Haanōbō, but… yeah, the bond isn’t deep enough for that yet, so don’t go being reckless.” I warned, advising caution, and my keen ears picked up a whisper of “Yet?” from Arangbō, who then shrugged.

“It is a shame. If we were brothers in truth then poor Shungbō might have met a less miserable end. But not even Great Tarōbō, the damn Kami, or the Gods themselves are omnipotent.”

“That is correct.” Tsukiko-san agreed. “My apologies, good Tengu. I am an intruder here, and have no wish to interrupt your important matters. I see you are with Akio, can I ask what you were doing?” She turned to me then. “And I have much to ask about the Princesses and the world…”

I nodded. “We can talk as we navigate back up to the summit, and out of this damn dungeon. You.” I said to Kinneka, who flinched. “Stay quiet and come with me. Don’t cause any trouble, I’m not in the mood for it right now.”

As the Bakeneko nodded, cowed, I took one last look at the hearth containing the Sacred Flame, and the ashes of Atago-un-kamuy. Victory, though it came at a cost. And a happy coincidence, of Tsukiko-san returning faster than planned. But I can’t rest on my laurels. What I need now is to finalise the alliance… and get some answers.
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“…so Princess Eleanor survived? Thank Tsukuyomi.” Tsukiko-san breathed, relieved. We had been walking for a while, but were getting close to the exit of the dungeon. We had run across a small number of damned spirits and elementals, and a few tongues of orphaned Lost Flames, which we had dealt with, but as we passed the fountains of flame, they were running clean, as Haru had predicted, greatly relieving the Tengu.

“Yes, though it was a close-run thing. So, the Princesses I know of are all safe.” I assured her. “But I still don’t know about the Hell Princess or the Asura.”

“I know little myself. Only that they must not fall, as despite the chaos and danger they promise, without them greater threats will befall us all.” Tsukiko-san warned gravely. “But there is hope. After all, you changed the fate of the Hungry Ghost, and my own. Destiny, Definite… I thought one immutable, the other a fate we can change. But it seems I was mistaken.”

“Yeah, it’s all merely a matter of difficulty.” I agreed. “Even if something is Definite, that doesn’t mean we should stop fighting to the end. It’s like I said, ten minutes, right?” I called back to my earlier conversation with her, before the battle of Kyoto.

“I remember. And seeing these girls, I believe I see why you wish to spend a minute with them, even at the end. Perhaps you need more than a single minute.” Tsukiko-san suggested, surprising me, and this time it wasn’t just Kana that laughed, Haru was chuckling too.

“So, setting that aside, what do you think of the one with light and dark in his hands, twilight on his back? Still looking for him?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“No, because you are what we have, and that will have to do.” Her words came from the heart, and she gave me a slight, shy smile. “Even if he exists, he was not there to save the Hungry Ghost, nor the Princess of Humans. You were. And… my life as well.”

We were all silent at that, her words impactful, and it was Haru who broke the silence, giving me a sly wink. “Not exactly, you’re still dead, Matsumuro-san… that’s a mouthful, we’re both ghosts, can I call you Tsukiko?”

“I suppose it does not matter anymore who calls me by my name. The prophecy regarding my name and face is fulfilled, the Diviner is dead and I am Tsukiko now.” she agreed, and I had to correct her.

“No, you’re still the Diviner, as well as Tsukiko-san. You don’t have to throw everything away. You still have a great love for your role, for Tsukuyomi, I can tell. If you want to continue, by all means do so. But you can’t just throw yourself away for it, suppress your wants and desires. That sacrifice isn’t worth it.”

“Is he always so terribly pushy?” she asked, and Natsumi giggled softly.

“He is, he really is! He hates sacrifices, he thinks everyone should be able to do what makes them happy, especially sad, lonely girls. And you were very lonely, weren’t you?”

“There were some joys. My friendship with Yasuhide, for one. And Yukiko… is she well?” Tsukiko-san asked, hesitantly.

“Yes, and she’ll be eager to see you again.” I promised. “So, there’s no rush, but if you decide to take up a Throne, whoever's that might be, there’s a need to worry about your future. The role at the Ministry is still open, and…” As I talked earnestly, trying to give her hope for a brighter future, I found myself looking at her carefully. There was a lot that reminded me of Shiro, and not just her similarly beautiful appearance. No, it was the fragility. While Shiro’s was more helplessness at her weak body and lost family, Tsukiko-san’s was loneliness, yearning. But both came from the same place. And can be cured the same way, if she’s willing. With good times and happiness. The world may be heading towards disaster, but while on the way, we have to have hope…

“I don’t understand why there are so many powerful warriors here…” Kinneka was saying, keeping a low profile. His green eyes surveyed everyone, wary. “And my head hurts. I feel… strange. Not like me at all.”

“The Flames take away, and also give.” Haru explained. The Tengu were listening closely, trying to glean as much information as they could from our casual conversations, perhaps to present to Tarōbō. “You had many dark deeds staining your spirit. You are cruel, wanton and spiteful, yet that is your nature. It is a part of who you are, not a conscious choice. If you had been a truly evil being, the Flames would have purified you to nothing.” She raised one eyebrow. “As it is, you have been left rather empty. But your nature is your nature. If you do not take another path, your instincts will take over and you will perpetrate the same deeds anew. Just like a cat, you enjoy the hunt and tormenting prey.”

“I don’t recommend it.” I warned coldly. “I’ve paid my debt to your sister, so if you go down the wrong path again… I’ll have to put you down, and don’t expect another miracle with Kin Bonding.”

As my League and Majesty oppressed him, Kinneka resisted the urge to prostrate himself on the floor, sweating. “I get it, I do! I’ll… I want to see Ginneka. And… her, the princess. Seventy-First. It doesn’t seem possible.”

“It would have been higher, but they didn’t count it when I killed the Kijo Matriarch, they said it wasn’t Shaeula’s deeds, since Hyacinth did most of the work, and… what?” The cat had frozen, green eyes staring at me unblinkingly.

“You killed… the Matriarch? That hoary old bitch?” he stammered, stunned. “Impossible!”

“No, not impossible, you’re just behind the times.” I laughed. “We met Urakaze, Shaeula’s mother, and she was accepted by the Parade, and as I said, I met Nurarihyon and his wife, Bintara, the fortune-telling Kudan and more, and we came to an alliance. We’re even trading booze with the Oni, Red and Blue are insatiable.”

With every word, Kinneka was visibly distressed, before he managed to let out a growl and complain that the Giant should have paid him more. Smiling, I continued to overawe him. It might help keep his sister in line if he’s docile. “Funny you should say that, but Duke Formor is now firmly behind Shaeula’s quest to defeat the Unseelie. So I doubt you’d have much joy asking for a pay rise…”

“It seems they live an interesting life, Haanōbō.” Arangbō declared, watching his trapped brother like a raptor watching prey. “Perhaps we have been isolated on our mountain for too long, and the world has begun to pass us by. Though that may change…”

“Surely you do not believe he can defeat our father?” Haanōbō cried, surprised, and he shrugged, wings lifting.

“Whether he can or not, I feel it matters little. Our father is pragmatic. We care naught for outsiders, but the world is changing. And I believe they are good allies to have. Alone… the times will pass us by, and we may eventually find ourselves alone and surrounded by enemies.”

“Yes, it is a situation we of the Seelie are all too familiar with. We lost and lost and lost some more, but finally we have had a reversal, brought about by princess Shaeula and this man here.” Bell agreed, as we finally reached the exit to the warped space. “It isn't the time to stand on foolish pride.”

“It seems not.” Arangbō agreed, with one last look at his brother, who started pleading earnestly.

“Please, Arangbō! I was wrong, I know it! Let me out, I shall go far away, never bother anyone again! Just… I do not wish to face father, to disappoint him…”

“You should have thought of that before killing your brother and plotting to kill your other siblings.” I insisted coldly. “Actions have consequences. Now… it’s time.” Eyeing the exit back to Mount Atago, I shared a glance with everyone, including Tsukiko-san, who smiled back at me warmly, the expression suiting her beauty well. Deliver back the traitor, conclude my business with Tarōbō, and hopefully find out about the true nature of the Sacred Flame. It’s been a long day, but… it's almost over.


Four Hundred And Twenty-One


“We’re out at last.” I sighed in relief as we left the dungeon housing the Sacred Flame, emerging back into the Boundary proper atop Mount Atago. Immediately we were greeted by a host of Tengu, many hundreds of them, all watching and waiting with anticipation. I was first out, followed by Arangbō, and on seeing the huge Tengu the cheers were raucous and celebratory. As the rest of our group filtered out, the celebrations continued, until Chen Na came, dragging out the bubble shield containing the cowering Fungbō. It was then that Tarōbō strode forwards, the jewel of his staff starting to glimmer with energy once more.

“I see some new faces. How… puzzling.” he observed, his tone stern. At his words, the Tengu parted, and Prince Shōtoku came running, followed by a surly and quite drunk Yasaka-san. On seeing Tsukiko-san, the Prince's eyes went wide, and he bowed, his smile suddenly broad and relieved.

“Tsukiko-sama, welcome back. It has been desolate with your absence, Tsukuyomi-jinja has felt so empty, like a spring without blossoms.”

I was a little surprised at his poetic turn of phrase, but Tsukiko-san handled it smoothly. With her bare, uncovered face making her a little self-conscious, so many people looking at her without her veil that served as both shackle and armour to her own self, she let her hair fall across her face, making her more comfortable, before she spoke, her tone gentle.

“Yes, I have missed my home, good Prince. A home I never thought I would see again. But fate I thought inviolate, yet hoped was in fact malleable, proved to follow my wishes, not merely my fears.” She paused, and realised the situation was about to change. “Yet now is not the time for our happy reunion. For we have weightier matters to resolve before this day is done.” She glanced at me, her ruby eyes still visible. “The atmosphere is tense.”

She’s right. The Tengu were celebrating to start with, but as the last of us left the rift, with Fungbō imprisoned and Shungbō missing, they’ve realised something is very wrong… They had fallen silent, waiting and watching, the stillness and their red, long-nosed masks giving the array of Tengu an almost funereal air. Only one spoke, and that was Tarōbō, his mighty voice breaking the tense atmosphere.

“Yet the count is short. Where is our Summer South, where is Shungbō?” he asked, and at that moment Fungbō cried out.

“Father, save me! I did nothing wrong! I was mistaken, the dark flame caught me unawares…”

“Shut up, you cowardly betrayer.” Arangbō thumped the shield, the force bubble rippling. “You have no right to petition Great Tarōbō…”

“I do!” he howled. Metal began to form on his skin, and he attacked the force bubble, though it held off the attacks, merely shimmering with a rainbow of aether as it shuddered. The watching Tengu began to talk amongst themselves, watching on with some puzzlement, some loudly proclaiming something must have gone awry.

“You cannot hold me, I am one of the Four Directions, the Autumn West! Byakko, by Byakko I am…”

“Enough!” Tarōbō boomed, slamming down the butt of his staff, and a surge of crimson energies cascaded from him, the very mountain underfoot trembling. “I ask again, where is Shungbō? Where is my son?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but Haanōbō beat me to it. “Dead, father. Dead.” Her faltering words grew harsher as she continued. “But not through battle. The fight was hard, but we all acquitted ourselves with the honour and might of those of Mount Atago. Even our guests fought their hardest and…”

“Shut up, you worthless fool!” Fungbō began ranting again. “If anyone is to blame, you are, for you…”

“I will not warn you again.” Tarōbō waved his staff, and this time it was targeted at Fungbō, a ripple of aether passing through Chen Na’s barriers, and suddenly Fungbō fell silent, his eyes glazing over, and a great surge of aether was drawn from him, sucked into the jewel on the long wooden staff Tarōbō wielded.

I see. The barriers aren’t flawless. I already know one weakness from Kyoto, and now another… As I thought that, Tarōbō nodded to Haanōbō to continue.

“…did you know, Great Tarōbō? Father? About the huge dead bear that guards the source of the Sacred Flame? It… it was a dreadful foe. Alone, we would have triumphed, yet…”

“I knew. Though I do not speak of it easily.” Tarōbō glanced at the Prince, whose joy from the return of Tsukiko-san was momentarily suppressed, a guilty look crossing his face. “Mount Atago holds many dark secrets. Hence why the mountain was given into my care, our care. A guilty conscience is a terrible burden. But the bear is dead. What… no, this is irrelevant. Shungbō.”

“The bear may have been dead, but it burned with the corrupted flame, that which he called Lost, giving it a semblance of life.” Haanōbō nodded at me, continuing.

“That is right. It was a big, powerful monstrosity.” Arangbō agreed. “I myself was wounded, though I would have crushed it given enough time, I am certain. But when our guest here…” he also nodded towards me. “…was unleashing a final flame to finish it off, fire defeating corrupted fire, after making sure we were all safe…” he turned suddenly, glaring at the still dazed Fungbō. “…the result was the death of Shungbō, at the hands of our brother. He had held back his strength while we battled with our lives on the line, sowing traps, ready to seize advantage, and this was the fruition of his treacherous plans.” he spat venomously, his anger rising again. “Worse, he tried to trick me into blaming Haanōbō and our visitors, urging me to help him kill them. When that failed…”

As Haanōbō and Arangbō took it in turns to describe the duplicity of their brother, the Tengu around us grew restless, while Tarōbō stood immobile, listening carefully, not missing a word. When the two were finished, I spoke.

“I didn’t expect it, I should have. But Shungbō resisted even in death, the Lost Flame having taken over his ruined body. I think you can be proud of how he faced his end. As for judgement…” I paused for a moment, letting that word sink in. “...while he tried to kill me and mine, as well as Haanōbō…”

“No mention of me? I am hurt…” Arangbō snorted, humour a briefly soothing balm for the pain and bitterness he felt.

“Arangbō too, of course.” I amended, finding that after our initial poor reception, I had found the huge Tengu easy to talk to. “…what I’m saying is, while Fungbō tried to hurt and kill those I care about, and I find it very hard to forgive him for that… it’s not my friends and family he betrayed and killed. I leave the judging to you.”

“No, Autumn West would never…” one Tengu began, and others echoed him. As the chaos spread, Tarōbō once more brought order, the jewel glowing, soothing the restless, angry crowd, muting their emotions and drawing in aether.

“The proof is here before us. Shungbō is not here.” His eyes were blazing with fury as he surveyed us. Kana hid behind me, unnerved, and I raised my hand.

“Calm yourself, Tarōbō. I understand your anger, but you are upsetting some of us. Reign in your League, and we can resolve this.”

For a moment he turned his glare upon me, before he slowly inclined his head. The pressure dropped, and Kana peeked around me, relieved, while Motoko and Natsumi let out long sighs, clenched fists relaxing.

“Your words hold wisdom. Now…” he gestured with his staff, and the light came back into Fungbō’s eyes. “Autumn West, my son. Speak.”

“Father…” he cried urgently. “I was… was…” His mouth worked, trying to force out words, and he looked horrified as he couldn’t. “Yes, I forced Shungbō into the path of… uh…” He bit down, silver and red blood trickling down his chin and dripping from below his shattered mask. “…I should have struck at that useless Haanōbō… no, I… it was not my… I wished they would all die! I am the only one you need, father!” At the words that spilled from his lips, an expression of horror could be seen on the half of his human-like face that was visible, the usual shame of having a bare face forgotten.

“I see. Your words of truth, stripped of your prison of emotions… they speak for you.” Tarōbō intoned, bowing in grief.

“Father, why am I…?” he began, only for me to cut him off.

“It’s obvious, you damn snake…” Kana looked at me reproachfully at that, and I laughed. “Can’t call someone a weasel as an insult, and it seems not a snake either now. Well, you damn coward…” I amended. “…it seems that Tarōbō is bringing out your true feelings, removing the shield of lies you are brandishing. So you might as well tell the truth. We all saw you, and what you did.”

For a moment there was silence, before Fungbō started to laugh. It quickly escalated, until he was roaring bitterly, tears joining the blood on his face. “I was influenced by the Flame. It is no lie. The voice in my head, the one I had been hearing for a long time… I should be the one you praise, father!”

Words spilled from him in an endless torrent, petty grievances, envy and hatred. He railed against his brothers and Haanōbō, calling her weak, and even cast ire against Tarōbō. “…we are proud, strong! I have always believed in you, Great Tarōbō, but… we should never have allowed this! The Sacred Flame is our charge, our responsibility! Now we seem feeble, pathetic, relying on outsiders. An alliance? I spit on that!” And spit he did, phlegm sizzling on the barrier.

“I see. Are you quite done?” Tarōbō asked, his voice colder than winter. Fungbō shuddered, realising he had gone too far.

“Father, I am sorry. I…” He hung his head, unable to speak.

“Release the barrier.” Tarōbō asked me, and after a moment of hesitation, I nodded at Chen Na. Even if he tries anything, with us all here he’s got no change. Although to be safe… All the girls moved away from him, followed by the confused Kinneka, who had little idea of what was going on. The bubble dissolved into a spray of aether, and Fungbō fell to the ground, prostrating himself.

“Great Tarōbō, have mercy. I was weak, I admit it, I fell to the temptation of the Flame, but… I am your son!”

“As was Shungbō…” he murmured, his voice devoid of emotion. Raising his staff high, he slammed it down. “…you fool, my errant son. Do you think I made the decision lightly? When Shōtoku came with them, I was predisposed to despise them…” the Prince shuddered at the contempt. “…yet one by one, you all failed against him.” He glanced at me meaningfully with his piercing golden eyes, before looking back at the surviving Directions. “Even the others all proved as worthy as any Tengu, and the Flame…” He gestured to the temple, where the Sacred Flame blazed, cleansed, though it had lost a little volume. “…it burns clean again. Besides, I was most wroth with you, Haanōbō of the Winter North.”

She dipped her wings and head in apology. “I have no excuses. I was defeated, despite striking first in ambush, and in battle since, I was found wanting.”

“No. Your opponent was simply too much for you.” Tarōbō consoled her. “I should not have given into anger and taken your mask. Now, you have shown your bare face to another, and he has won you through force of battle.” Before the usual protests occurred, he continued to address his treacherous son. “I too felt the pull of the cursed flames. So I have some little sympathy. You call us weak, yet you have proved weakest of us all. And you slew your own brother, shattered the Directions.”

“I… I am sorry. I will repent…” Fungbō whined. “Please father. Arangbō, Haanōbō…” He stretched out a hand from his prone position. Arangbō stood there coldly, and Haanōbō stepped backwards, disgusted. “…forgive me! I will make amends!”

“Will that bring back the dead?” I sighed, tired of his whining. What’s worse is, this self-pity must be genuine, under the light of Tarōbō’s staff. “There’s nothing worse than hurting one’s family.”

“Well said.” Tarōbō agreed. “And Mount Atago, and those who dwell upon it, is a family. You hate the idea of an alliance with outsiders, my son. As do I. Yet your actions have forced my hand. For the Directions are shattered, our defences much weakened. Now, I pronounce judgement.”

“Judgement? Father, I beg of you, have mercy…” Fungbō crawled in the dirt towards his father.

“Mercy? I am merciful. But…” He flicked his staff, and Fungbō’s shattered mask fell free, revealing his bare face, eyes bloodshot, cheeks and lips wet with snot, sweat, blood and tears. “…I am stone, as unyielding as the mountain that is our home. For there is the fifth Direction. The Centre.”

Raising his staff, further ruby earth element spilled free, shaking the mountain once more. The ground surged, and Fungbō found himself pinned by hands of stone rising from the rocky surface. They prevented his escape, as Tarōbō began to chant in a low, rumbling voice.

“Great Yellow Dragon, He whose spines are Mountains, one such being Atago, peak of our home, ancient, eternal, I call upon your mighty breath. Stasis, unchanging, immutable, let he who has betrayed the Mountain you bequeathed to us remain sorrowful until he has regretted and atoned his folly and false pride. Petrifying Breath, Sekkai-ka kokyū!”

“No, Great… father, please!” A shimmering yellow and red mist poured out over Fungbō, his hand outstretched piteously, and stone began to sprout over his whole body, until he was nothing more than a statue blending into the mountain. Most of my group watched on impassively, although Kana seemed to take it a bit hard, averting her eyes. Yeah, she’s definitely the most ordinary of us all, and has seen the least cruelty… I took her hand, and she smiled at me a little shakily, as Tarōbō slammed down his staff, breaking the shocked silence.

“I fear we are in no mood for revelry.” he remarked, his tone level, though my keen ears detected a slight quaver in his voice, hardly surprising after he was forced to punish his son. He’s not dead though. Is that worse? My Eye could see that Fungbō was still alive, frozen into a petrified form.

“But despite our losses… the Sacred Flame, our charge… it burns as eternal as always. And that is worth celebrating. So, we mourn, for loss and foolishness, but we rejoice that our faith remains unbroken. Offer to the flame, and to Atago!”

A wave of uncertain roars and cheers echoed out from the Tengu, their mood complicated, and as Tarōbō lowered his staff I thought I saw the glittering diamond of a tear at the corner of one of his golden eyes…
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“Will you be moving back to Tsukuyomi-jinja?” Prince Shōtoku asked, his expression kind. “You have no path to the mortal world as it stands, Tsukiko-sama. The shrine is humble, but we will make every effort to accommodate you.”

“That’s fine.” Haru agreed, dipping at the sake mug she held. “If you want that, I’ll have amenities shipped over. But it’s unlikely to be an issue for long. With Akio-kun’s tidal wave of ether he is pulling in, getting a Throne set up for you shouldn’t take too long. Of course…” she leaned forwards conspiratorially, but whispered incredibly loudly. “…I can understand why you might be wary of being under Akio-kun. You have a dear friend, don't you? Princess Mikasa? It’s always an option to go under her Throne, she should be able to make one too, and Akio-kun has said she promised she would do it for you. Although…” her joking tone turned serious. “...honestly, I don’t think there is anywhere safer than Akio-kun’s Territory at the moment. Even throwing a huge sum my way, which allowed me to consolidate my control over nine tenths of Kyoto and build up a Territory that has got to be top ten in Japan, he’s still pushing for Rank Four.”

“I have no concerns. When I entrusted my burden to him, I accepted this even if he was not the one I was waiting for, for he was the one that was here, offering his hand. To worry now would be hypocrisy. Besides…” Tsukiko-san's ruby eyes shone as she looked at me. “…I am still the Diviner. And also simply Tsukiko. I wish to be both. As for Yukiko… yes, I dearly wish to speak to her, and I shall listen to her input. Is that something that can be arranged?” she asked me, and I nodded.

“Yeah. In fact… I think that you need to meet all the Princesses and go through everything with them and us. No matter how minor, any scrap of prophecy, vision or knowledge might be key to our survival.”

“Looks like that British Princess will be visiting again.” Kana said to the others. “I can’t believe the circles I’m moving in. If I’d never called out to Akio that day… life would have been so different.”

“In our case, we were fortunate Hinata was in the same restaurant as Akio that night.” Motoko pointed out. “While Akio likely would have caught the eyes of the nobility sooner rather than later, our chance might have passed us by.”

“I find it so very interesting.” Bell chuckled. Now that the trials were over, she was rather drunk, enjoying the sweeter sake. “I hear the princess talk, as well as Hyacinth. The mortal world is a fascinating place, it seems. I'm jealous, I wish I could go there.”

“You would need to persuade Akio to give you a Throne slot.” Kana smiled. “I think there are a few ahead of you in the queue, I’m afraid. But maybe if you did manage to persuade him to date you, Bell, you’d get bumped up.”

Listening to the conversation, Daiyu was remaining sober and alert. I met her dark gaze, and she shrugged, a barest movement of her shoulders, and inclined her head towards Tarōbō, who sat on the raised platform, overseeing the muted festivities. “The task is not yet completed. Only a fool would celebrate recklessly and allow the main prize to slip our grasp.”

“Yeah, that’s right. There’s still the duel with Tarōbō.” I agreed. “Though in his grief, I wonder…”

“No, Great Tarōbō carries the weight of the mountain on his shoulders.” Arangbō had wandered over, massive mug and platter of boar in hand, and he slapped me on the back heartily. Haanōbō had followed behind him, her head lowered, violet hair draped over her mask. “He grieves, as do I…”

His eyes were hard as he glared at the piteous statue that was the trapped Fungbō. “…what a fool. Jealous, pitiful fool. The Directions are only Directions as there are five of us. The Centre is the most important, but the other four… all are required. Idiot.” He slandered him again.

“Father will fight.” Haanōbō murmured quietly to Daiyu, taking a seat beside her. On seeing my quizzical look, she shrunk in on herself, and it was Arangbō who spoke for her.

“There is much grief here, but… also change. The Directions are broken, visitors including a Kami…” he snorted bitterly, glancing at the Prince, who was still fawning on Tsukiko-san. “…come to our homes and are honoured guests. The corruption of our Flame is halted, and… I have a new brother.” He slapped me on the back again, making sure to strike hard, and even through my high stats I winced. “For if you claim a sister, then I too am part of the package.”

I just know the bastard is grinning behind that crimson mask. “As long as Haanōbō is happy here again, I’m content. That’ll do.”

“Hardly.” he snorted again, offended. “You won, defeated us all. Such can never be taken back. What does it matter? Is little Haanōbō no longer pleasing to you?”

“Brother, please be silent…” she hissed, embarrassed, and I shook my head.

“I think you’re missing the point. Not that it’s important.” I shrugged, gulping down some sake. “So, your father will fight? I don’t think either of us need to prove anything more. An alliance benefits us both, especially now.”

“It is a matter of face.” Daiyu interjected. “As he says, what is said cannot be reneged upon. The words of the powerful shape reality. It is a lesson you should learn. Making reckless proclamations forces us all to carry through. Hence you have to give up on Haanōbō. That matter is settled.” As the Tengu’s white wings dipped in a mixture of shame and embarrassment, Daiyu continued. “Tarōbō is the master of this place. He cannot merely agree an alliance without soothing both his pride and the fears of his subjects. Hence…”

“Hence battle. You are a smart one, little girl.” Arangbō approved. “Strong too. I see you enjoy the company of strong women. A wise man. Flowers are beautiful, but those without thorns are destined to fade in time.” he praised my taste, amused.

The two Tengu sat with us, and we ate and drank together, making small talk, until Tsukiko-san finally broached the subject I had been wanting to talk about since earlier. “Prince Shōtoku, I ask you… Akio, he discovered a Kamuy corpse under the mountain, and the site of the Sacred Flame… it was not of the Kami.”

At those words we were all listening closely, and I was surprised to see the normally impeccably composed Prince falter. “I… would not know…” he began, but Tsukiko-san was firm.

“Please do not lie to me, Prince. I have served Tsukuyomi and the Gods for my entire life. I gave them everything, even my life itself. That I have returned is no diminishment of what I paid.” She turned to me, and the smile she gave was a little unpractised and rusty, but it was heartfelt, and once more I knew my actions weren’t wrong. Those that have sacrificed deserve the reward that should bring and if there’s no reward, I’ll damn well make one!

“No, please speak the truth to me, Prince Shōtoku. Do you think Tsukuyomi would wish us kept in the dark, when he sheds light on the future to save us all?” Tsukiko-san insisted, unwilling to be put off.

“I… genuinely do not know much.” he admitted. “I am… merely a Kami.”

“Merely?” Kana was a little offended. “But the Kami are the Gods of Japan!”

“They are.” Tarōbō agreed, his attention on us. “But…” I could hear the sneer in his voice. “...the Gods, your Tsukuyomi… the others. Trust not in the Gods, child. I am not one who has fallen for their sweet words.”

“You knew of the dead bear, Great Tarōbō.” Haanōbō insisted. “And that it hides a dark secret. One you have not told your children.”

Prince Shōtoku looked rather ashamed, but he remained silent as Tsukiko-san gave him a meaningful look. Tarōbō’s staff gleamed, drawing aether out of himself, and after he calmed down, he spoke. “The Gods of Japan, they are not of this world. The Kami, the Eight Million, they are their children, in a way. Beings they have left in charge of this land.”

I nodded, understanding. Beside me, Daiyu, who was quite perceptive, also agreed. “It is as that being within Shiro, Taṇhā, says. If there are many millions of worlds, it is foolish to expect that these great Pantheons came from Earth. If so, why would things be the way they are? It makes no sense, but if we assume that they are visitors…”

“Yeah. The same thing with legendary weapons too, like Shaeula’s Fragarach. There’s no way that London has all these truly mythical weapons lying around, but if they are replicas… so then, the Kami…” I realised what Tarōbō meant. “…the Eight Million are largely of this world, aren't they? There might be some we consider Kami that are from the Pantheons, but the majority, such as Shirohebi and Prince Shōtoku…” They are native beings, like the Fae or the Yōkai.

“Yes, I became a Kami after my death.” The Prince affirmed. “I… was not here before, though I am not entirely without knowledge. But to learn what you wish I cannot answer.”

“But you know who can.” Tsukiko-san pressed him, and when he hesitated, Tsukiko-san applied further pressure. “The benefactor who turned aside the fate even Tsukuyomi felt was inevitable, Definite, is asking you for a small favour. I am asking too. I have given my life to Tsukuyomi, the Kami, defending Japan. I ask than you illuminate us with knowledge, as the moon shines, piercing the darkness of confusion and ignorance.”

After a moment, the Prince sighed. “For you, Tsukiko-sama, and for Akio-sama, who has brought you back to us… there is the ruler of the Imperial Palace…”

“Oh yes, that’s one of the areas of Kyoto I don’t control.” Haru chimed in. Everyone was listening intently to the conversation, and Haru was no exception. “It’s just the Palace, and the Territories of the other Chosen of Kyoto. Oh, and this mountain.”

“The Kami who dwells there is old. One of the first. He… he will know. Though I do not know if he will see us.” the Prince was uncertain, reluctant, judging by his tone.

“He will.” Yasaka-san affirmed, consulting his Book. That surprised me, as he was usually unwilling to use his gift freely for me, but at my puzzled expression he scoffed, amused. “I’m no fool. I know if you don’t get the answers you seek from him, you’ll be making me provide them. Best let someone else do it first. It’s less painful for me that way.”

He’s not wrong… “I see. So…”

“We’ll go, it's for the best, don't you think? Since I’m the nominal master of Kyoto it’s only good manners and diplomatic.” Haru suggested to the Prince. “I think we should take a Tengu too, since it is an invite to Mount Atago. You can come, Haanōbō. You might as well start getting used to how we do things.”

As they left, heading down the mountain, Tarōbō spoke again. “The truth is often unpalatable.” He met my gaze, his eyes keen. “The Gods care little for us. You would do well to remember that. They act for their own aims. Just as we might tend to a garden, out of amusement or wants, they tend to us, but they are neglectful, and should we fall to weeds or pests, they will have no qualms leaving us to die out, infested by parasites, or worse, plough the fields fallow and seed it anew.”

“Yes, it’s certainly true that we aren’t a priority.” I had to agree. But Ortlinde seemed to wish for our success, and Tan has said little, but definitely alluded to the fact that the Pantheons have their own struggles, and are not able to devote resources to every world, or if they did, it would be an equal or greater disaster… fights for possession over us would probably lead to greater ruin… “And don’t get me started on how bad the aftercare is for Chosen. I was lucky, but poor Haru…”

“I received little advice as well.” Daiyu affirmed. “Though I doubt I would have listened. I was too arrogant, too sure of myself. Power that is not my own is power to be wary of. Cultivation is the way of control. A power given by others can be taken by others, or manipulated. Now I feel a little differently, yet…”

“…Yeah, it’s still a bit of a worry. Hence why you need to Cultivate, grow strength that is yours.” I agreed. Motoko and Natsumi, who also sought their own power, supported Daiyu. “But… I think the Gods have their reasons. They clearly care to an extent, otherwise why would Tsukiko-san have been so cherished by Tsukuyomi?”

“Is that what you believe?” Tarōbō rumbled, disapproving. “We shall see if you can still retain your enthusiasm, when the truth is out. Mount Atago and the Sacred Flame is not a kind story. But… first.” He stood, and leapt down from the dais. “We have unfinished business. Now, it is time. You defeated my Directions, and cleansed the Flame. Though the losses were grievous…” He steadfastly refused to look at the statue of his son, whom he had cursed with his breath. “…I can hardly blame you for that. Your claim to Haanōbō has been recognised. But an alliance…” he shook his head. “…you wish to tame the mountain which has stood in opposition to the Kami? Then show you have the might to force me.”

Raising his staff, he pointed it at me, the glowing jewel shimmering, dull compared to before, but still pretty and sparkling. I stood, but Kana grabbed my arm, worried. “He’s strong. And you’re still tired. This isn’t fair! He should wait until you’re back at full strength.”

“It will be fine.” Bell insisted, shaking her head. “This is all part of the posturing and politics. We have the upper hand, and the lord of this mountain can hardly let that go unchallenged. Even if we conclude an alliance, there are still many matters where having the higher position matters.”

“I see, but…” Kana was still shaken, and Motoko took her hand.

“It will be fine. All we need to do is believe in Akio. Just like always. He does not look afraid, does he?”

“No, he doesn’t…” Kana agreed, and Natsumi also reassured her.

“Akio might be tired, but he recovers fast. And this isn’t life or death. Defeat will set back our plans, but when lives aren’t on the line, we might as well cheer him on and enjoy the show.”

“I have no idea what is going on…” Kinneka, who had been indulging himself in meat and booze, grimaced, fangs showing. “…but that Tengu, he is stronger than the ones in the Parade I know. Perhaps only that black-hearted Emperor can exceed him.”

“Bah, Sutoku is merely a bitter, defeated pretender.” Tarōbō snorted. “Ōtakemaru would be enraged to be compared to such. If you had met the Oni called the greatest mountain peak, you would be naught but a smear on his fists. Now… if you wish to make me submit, prove your strength!”

He raised his voice, calling to the watching Tengu. “I, Tarōbō, he who accepted the charge from the Kami to guard this stolen mountain, one that they were too guilty to touch, will fight. This charge I will not lay down easily.” He fixed me with a stormy golden glare. “So far your words have indeed proven confidence rather than arrogance. But I am old and powerful…” His League surged, and I felt a weight of oppression, before my own roared within me, filling me with might. The Tengu withdrew, Daiyu and Bell helping the other girls back, and a circle of open space formed around us.

“…so come! The world is changed, the Gods are meddling once more, and mortals walk the sacred lands. I accept change must come, but… it will not come without my resistance, all my strength roaring!” His wings flapped as he turned a mocking hand towards me. “Come, fight!”

You don’t need to tell me twice! I was tired, and my reserves of many elements were critically low after the sequence of battles and trials, but I had recovered somewhat during the brief feast, and I always had other trump cards to play. Rushing forward, I poured my strength into Body Enhancement, and moved rapidly, muscles straining. My fist swung out at Tarōbō, who merely snorted, insulted. Crimson energy shimmered, and the ground around me twisted into a series of jagged stalagmites, tips shining like rubies, forming a pair of great jaws, or some sort of wicked bear trap.

“Yellow Dragon, of the Centre, bite down!” Tarōbō crowed.

“Nope.” I vanished in a shower of violet energies, aether sizzling in the air around us. The jaws clamped shut, but I was gone, appearing behind Tarōbō, Void Motion taking me into his blind spot. He turned rapidly, his stats on a par with mine, and his staff blocked my kick, though his hand trembled.

“You are a tricky one.” Tarōbō sneered. “But you are too hot-headed. I will drink your desires…” The staff shone, the light trying to siphon off my aether, but I simply pressed my attack, punches and kicks raining down, and Tarōbō was forced to use his wings, clad in summoned stone, to ward them off. I felt pain in my knuckles as I continually struck stone, but eventually the defences shattered and he leapt away from me, trying to make distance between us.

Got you! Wind threads I had wove tore into his flesh, blood spilling and feathers scattering into the air. Tarōbō roared, pained, before he swept his staff and aetheric light blasted aside my trap. Panting, he glowered at me. “I do not understand. The jewel should drain your anger, your…”

“Anger?” I replied, saddened. “There’s no anger left. If anything, I feel sorry for you, having lost a son… two sons.” I corrected. “You apologised to Haanōbō, and her place is secure again. You’ve offered hospitality, despite hating outsiders, and have kept your word. There’s no anger or rage in this fight.”

“I see.” Tarōbō paused, laughing loudly. “I have misjudged you again, it seems. Most amusing, most amusing indeed! You truly seek an alliance, how unexpected. Yet what has come before…” I allowed him to ponder, despite it being the perfect time to attack. This isn’t about winning, it’s about convincing… anyway, there’s another reason the jewel isn’t affecting me. My Spiritually Pure Physique seemed to be making a difference as well.

Ignoring the cheers and cries of the Tengu around us, Tarōbō mused for a few moments more, before shaking his head. “I thank you for letting an old Tengu think.”

“No problem. Realisations in battle are often valuable.” I allowed.

“Yes, they can be. You seem young, but you have likely endured much, to be such a philosopher.”

“Quite a bit.” I agreed. “But I’m hardly philosophical. Just learning from experience. So, shall we start a proper duel?”

Tarōbō laughed at that. “Yes, to do less would be insulting. If you would give me a moment.”

“Be my guest.” I stepped back as he called upon the Yellow Dragon once more.

“…as the flame burns within your rocky spine, so too shall I blaze. Spirit of the mountain descend, Yama-Ikari!”

The Sacred Flame shuddered, and droplets of it were absorbed by the crimson earth element surging from Tarōbō. It was drawn into him, and his League surged, climbing steadily. Flames wreathed his body, and the ground around him melted, becoming a liquid stone that cascaded over his exposed body. Steam rose from his wounds as the hot stone cauterised them, and he was soon covered in a layer of rocky armour that glowed yellow and red. Holding his staff, he nodded at me, his ornate mask hiding his expression. “We are the mountain, and the mountain is us. If you wish to take our mountain, you must defeat us both!”

“Fine by me!” I agreed. Pulling Storming Moonlight, lightning crackled across the blade. “I’ll get serious too. Otherwise it’d be disrespectful.”

“Mountain Wrath!” Tarōbō boomed, and the ground exploded, a geyser of rocks flying towards me, all blazing with flame. Ashes rained down from the sky, forming a cloud that obscured vision, but my Eye saw through it easily. I should be able to manage one more Prominence Twilight, if I push myself…

My blade sliced through a large blazing meteorite, the halves passing by me. Wind element surged, knocking others off course, and the ground shuddered with heavy impacts. Light element flashed, and lasers chased Tarōbō, who moved with grace, flying through the air. The indigo beams struck him, and his armour shattered, only for it to regenerate, the molten stone flickering with flame quickly repairing itself. On seeing that I switched strategies, closing in with Void Motion, and my sword struck his stony wing. Lightning flashed, and Tarōbō lost height, his wing numbed.

“Petrifying Breath, Sekkai-ka kokyū!” he called out, and breathed a fog of earth elemental energies towards me as I plummeted. I used wind to disperse it, then I unleashed light and wind together, a brilliant explosion of luminosity and pressure forcing those below us to look away.

“Flashbang!” I called, bolts of light chasing the falling Tarōbō. His armour held, but he was pierced through several times, blood scattering. Arangbō called out in shock as it looked like Tarōbō was going to strike the ground, but at the last minute his wings opened and he flew, gliding over the debris-strewn mountain, soaring up overhead again. Flame and stone bullets rained down on me, and I took several impacts, but with wind and my own earth element shielding me, they only inflicted minor wounds.

“A nice attempt, but you can hardly breach my defences. I am as unyielding as Mount Atago, and as driven as the Sacred Flame!” he called down to me. “Besides, I can fly. You move well, but those who crawl on the ground can…” He dodged as I used Void Motion, my spatial element depleting fast. This time though he was expecting it and wasn’t caught unawares. “…never reach the skies and…”

His words were cut off as Storming Moonlight appeared in a spray of violet energies, piercing his back, lightning shocking him, burning him internally, smoke rising. His wings spasmed and he fell again, and I had one more Void Motion in me, so I appeared above him, wind surging in a whirling typhoon.

“Jupiter Descending!” I cried, my fist slamming into the hilt of the sword, driving it deeper, Tarōbō coughing blood. “Callisto falls!” It would work better if I had ice element, but… naming things is hard…

I let my remaining Spirit Water flow down the blade, and that magnified the intensity of the lightning, allowing the conduction to face less resistance. As more acrid smoke rose from his wounds and he coughed further blood down his chin, I seized a wing, and wrapped it in cutting strands of wind, the stone armour fighting it even as feathers were sliced apart and fresh blood bloomed.

“Impressive…” Tarōbō managed, gasping. “I have a renewed understanding of how my Directions were outmatched. But I…” he drew in a breath. “…am not so naïve!” He spun, throwing me off, and before we hit the ground he swivelled, rising again. “Kami Sekkai-ka kokyū” The pockmarked mountain erupted, geysers of petrifying gas soaring towards me, and even with my swift evasion and jade aura of wind, my legs were caught in the blast, and I felt a tingling pain as the elements tried to invade my body. I landed heavily, rolling to my feet, Tarōbō overhead again, looking down on me, though his badly scored wing made staying aloft a great effort.

“Akio, are you…” Kana began, but I waved her to silence, not even glancing back.

“Yeah, this is good, but…” My Spiritually Pure Physique and Ether Healing were fighting the petrification, allowing me to move. “...it’ll take more than a little to…” Flaming rocks fell, and I swatted them aside, wincing as the impacts raised heavy bruises on my arms. “...how about letting me finish what I was saying?” I unleashed darkness element, more as a distraction, as I still hadn’t worked out how to use it to great effect in battle. Tarōbō’s eyes narrowed, and he waved his staff, and the element was drawn in, the glow of the jewel at the tip intensifying.

Took the bait, huh? Light flashed, and he dodged, only to be struck by a number of brilliant beams coming from behind, as they reflected off a smooth mirror-like sheen of wind I had conjured with aether and wind element. His wounded wing gave out, and he hit the ground heavily. My sword was still impaling him, and he wrenched it out, blood gushing, before fiery stone sealed the wound again.

As he cast my blade aside, he shook his head. “Your efforts and tricks are admirable. But my Mountain Armour Of The Spirit is unyielding, and cannot be broken. If damaged, it simply melts and reforms, and it protects not just my body but my spirit. The perfect defence.”

“No defence is perfect. Even Chen Na’s barriers have their flaws.” I disagreed. “I’d wager I can break it, but we already have what matters on the line, so…”

“Yes. We do.” he agreed. “Now, how long can you stave off my Mountain Breath Of Petrification? Longer than poor, foolish Autumn West, alas.” He spared a glance for his fossilised son. “Yet… no, I shall end it cleanly.” Tarōbō moved, racing towards me, the ground fountaining up, more gas surging, and I dodged, only for him to use the debris as a diversion, much as I had.

“Sekkai-ka kokyū!” he cried out again, belching more petrifying fog, and this time I was ready. A deep halo of darkness, surrounded by radiant light, was at my back, and the earth element, heavy with flame, was drawn into the vortex.

“I too want this to end quickly. Prominence Dusk!” I cried, and the earth element was corroded by darkness, turning to dust, and the flames changed from yellow to a dark, inky bruised shade of purple and black. It flew back at Tarōbō, who turned to dodge, only for his foot to sink into the mountain, rock turning into thick mud. “I’m good at earth element too. Bottomless Swamp!”

As Tarōbō stumbled, one good wing flapping frantically, he was bathed in the tide of dust and black flames. The mountain shook as there was a great explosion, and all I could hear were the shocked words of Kinneka as a reflection on how it looked to those watching.

“We must have been insane. My sis and me, we’ve poked the wrong tiger… such a high-level battle, it’s like watching those two musclebound idiots Red and Blue argue over a barrel of sake…”

As the detonation cleared, Tarōbō was still standing, though his armour of rock and flame had disintegrated, the corrosive effect of dust element effortlessly eating through it, the spiritual properties burned in the dreadful black flame. Tarōbō was injured badly, bone showing through at his shoulder and ribs, his yellow robe little more than rags. On seeing me still holding off the petrification, he laughed bitterly.

“Quite the impressive counter. I should have expected such. But… this old Tengu is far from done.” The energy from his staff surged, and it flowed towards him, only for him to drop the staff as I desperately pulled the dregs of my spatial element, charging it with aether, and released water bullets, moving them through space. The accuracy suffered, but enough pierced his hands and caught the staff to send it tumbling from his grip in a spray of blood, silver mist rising.

“Yeah, you Yōkai have a lot of tricks. But so do I.” Pushing my body to the limits, I was on him, grabbing his arm, and my fist struck his mask, shattering it. Underneath was an inhuman face, red-skinned and with a long, avian beak in place of a nose, though his eyes were still human-like and expressive, if a shining golden hue.

He made no effort to hide his face, instead belching out more petrifying smoke, though without his chants the volume and potency was comparatively feeble. Holding my breath through instinct I slammed my foot down on his leg still mired in the swamp, breaking it, and he stumbled, right into a counter that I had picked up from Tsumura Arts, and he flipped, landing on his back in the quagmire, being drawn down. A little aether was channelled, and soon I was holding Storming Twilight and the Staff Of Muted Desires, my foot pressed down on Tarōbō, our earth energies clashing, the swamp I had conjured bubbling and boiling, stirred by the aftermath of the warring forces.

“I think I win.” I declared, fragments of stone flaking from my legs, the petrification defeated. For a moment Tarōbō merely blinked at me, before he barked a harsh laugh.

“Such arrogance. You are nearly as exhausted as I. Yet…” He looked at the staff I was holding. It was a strange feeling, energy coursing through me, as the discharge he had called for was now entering my body, rather than his as he intended. “…somewhat less beaten, it seems. I am disarmed, and my greatest weapon is in your hands. Perhaps my Directions are not so dissimilar to me after all. Very well. I concede your triumph, outsider. No, Akio.”

I moved my leg, reaching down to help him out of the sucking swamp, only to nearly topple in myself as a vast surge of aether flooded me, reminiscent of when we slew Duke Myrcolaxriath. Desperately I began to funnel it back to my Territory, while amber letters poured across my vision, momentarily disorientating me.

You have gained control of this Territory as the master of the Anchor has conceded it to you. Your Class, Conqueror, has increased from Level Seventeen to Level Nineteen. You have gained control of the Sacred Flame Of Mount Atago. As your Territory Anchor is too far from here to integrate this Territory with your own, you are unable to integrate this Anchor. You can return it, destroy the Anchor, or since you have a Vassal Territory that is able to integrate the Anchor, you can cede it to your Vassal, Suzuki Haru.
You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from One Hundred Thirty-Seven to One Hundred Thirty-Eight. Your Material…


Wait, why has he conceded it to me? This was about an alliance… I briefly considered returning it, but quickly decided to pass it over to Haru. I felt us connect for a moment, and her surprise, before the weight left me, though I was still funnelling ether back, the great reserves kept deep within the mountain these long centuries now mine. On seeing my strange expression, Tarōbō barked a laugh.

“An alliance… I am too proud. This mountain would weep were I not to risk all in battle. Yet know, even though I concede this defeat, we will hold the mountain, and never return it to the Kami, for reasons you will no doubt soon know, no matter your wishes. Now, my son…” he continued, shocking me. “…help me up. I am in ailing health, and my heart is heavy with grief. This has been a day of surprises, both for good and for ill.”

My son? What the hell? As I pulled him to his feet, shocked, the booming laughter of Arangbō echoed over the mountain, and as I glanced at the petrified form of Fungbō, I was sure I could see horror in his lifeless, stony eyes…


Four Hundred And Twenty-Two


“I’m still very confused.” I said to Tarōbō, who was in a wretched state, having taken a beating from my attacks. Seeing that, I placed my hands on his shoulder and ribs, allowing aether to flow, calling on Ether Healing. For a moment, the old Tengu instinctively resisted, fighting against my invasive energies, before he relaxed, and the soothing aether began to slowly restore his torn flesh and cracked bones. “You fought so hard for this mountain over all these centuries, then I come along and you just hand it over?”

“Hand it over?” Tarōbō grimaced, his beak twitching. “You are sorely mistaken. I am still the master of Mount Atago, as I will be so long as the Flame endures. Yet… the power of the Tengu has waned. We had suffered losses before, and we were never numerous. Each Tengu fallen is a tragedy. Yet the loss of two of the Directions, my sons… that weighs heavy on me. I am no fool. I can see the shifting tides. The Kami of Kyoto were ravaged by invaders, were they not? Should they have turned our way…” his golden eyes seemed to be gazing off into the distance. “…I am under no illusions we would have triumphed bloodlessly. Even those scoundrels from the Night Parade…” Kinneka flinched at that, before growling to himself, annoyed at his newfound timidity. “…are flapping their wings in a panic, worried for the future. Haanōbō, my foolish daughter, she was correct, it seems. The time for us to remain isolated has passed. Especially now.”

“I get that.” I was bone-weary after constant challenges and battles, my reserves of most elements non-existent, my aether low. I still didn’t stop Healing Tarōbō though, as a mark of respect, and to further our cooperative relationship. “But an alliance was what I asked for. Dominance over Mount Atago… don’t get me wrong, it’s massively helpful, and you won’t regret it, Haru can make a lot of improvements now we’ve consolidated, and…” I can see she’s inherited plenty more Buildings in addition to the Sacred Flame, though I suspect a number more broke down to ether as her Territory was maxed out on them… “…it’s certainly easier to form a consolidated defence, but…”

“I will not regret it.” Tarōbō parroted my words back to me. “If I will not regret, what do my reasons matter? Suffice to say I have them. It may seem hasty…”

“It is quite simple.” Arangbō strode over, clapping me on the back once more. Damn, he seems over-fond of that. And he never holds back his strength. “It is the same reason I call you brother. Your words and your actions align. And not just yours. We Tengu see much from up on high. Mount Atago looks down on Kyoto, we know you strive to defend what is under your dominion, much as we do. But there is another matter.”

He slapped me heartily again. “You said to judge if your words are confidence or arrogance. It was arrogant indeed to try and claim Haanōbō, only daughter of Great Tarōbō. Ordinarily such a request should have been treated with contempt. None of the Tengu of the mountain had the courage to approach my sister, she of the Winter North. Yet you dared lay claim to her, in front of us all, prepared to back your words with might. Power is all.” Arangbō continued.

“I think he doesn’t get what you mean.” Kana suggested. “I know. Trust me. He’s very frustrating at times. Someone who has like ten or so girlfriends shouldn’t be so dense.” She glanced at Tsukiko-san, who was watching on, slightly amused by the unusual situation, where she could be a bystander, instead of the focus. “If you’re going to go for it, Tsukiko-san, you’ve got to expect a number of annoyances. He made me miserable for weeks, flirting with me and getting my hopes up, only to dash them again and again.” She pouted, and I was once more struck with how relaxing it was to be with Kana, a girl who knew her own mind, and could make a man feel extremely pleasant, with her practised, almost calculating mannerisms. “I suppose it’s too late for that advice though.”

Tsukiko-san nodded, idly touching her lip. “I do wish to experience what I denied myself in the name of Tsukuyomi. But I have only now returned, I am unsure of just what you mean.”

“It’s simple.” Kana continued. “Akio is a massive siscon, he really loves Aiko-chan. It’d be a little weird, except Aiko-chan is the same way, it’s almost funny to watch sometimes. Besides, Aiko-chan is a fun girl, it’ll always be entertaining when we all move in together, and having more fun, beautiful girls around is always better. After all, I’m just as cute too.” she boasted, puffing out her chest proudly. “But my point is… if you look at Akio’s thought processes, it all seemed very logical. He’s soft on girls, especially those that remind him of his sister. It’s why he’s so nice to Eri, she’s effectively a sister as well, they grew up so close. So seeing Haanōbō bullied by her own brothers and father, he thinks of Aiko-chan, Eri…”

“It was the same for us.” Natsumi chimed in, agreeing. “He was going to turn us down, and I wouldn’t have blamed him for that, we were selfish and only thinking of ourselves. But… when he saw that he could help us, fill the hole in our hearts, he did so. Akio doesn’t like seeing others suffer, especially girls who tug on his heartstrings.”

“And my dear sister…” Arangbō continued. “…we were disrespectful. I… will apologise to her properly once more. But you, a newcomer, the one who defeated her and caused her such shame, you fought for her, asking to take her from us, take her as your own.”

“As a sister.” I corrected, realising how foolish I sounded. “Anyway, I think that should be enough, the worst of your injuries are Healed.” I told Tarōbō, who flexed his wings, pleased both were working again.

“An excellent level of skill. It would have taken me some time to heal my own injuries. Yes, you staked your claim to Haanōbō. I allowed it, were you able to prove your worth. And you did so. You defeated the Directions one by one, displayed your might. Then you cleansed the Sacred Flame, as promised. Yes, we suffered grievously, but… that was not through your deeds. No, you prevented further losses. And then you challenged me bravely, despite me giving you little time to rest.”

“That was a test.” Daiyu realised. “As we expected. Cultivators also train so that we can fight with all our might at our worst, for battle seldom comes when we are prepared, at our best. The spider does not catch flies that are alert.”

“Yes, a test, and you offered no complaints, and then bested me.” The old Tengu grimaced, a comical expression on his face which was a mixture of avian and human. “None of my other children have the might to defeat me. Not even Arangbō.”

“One day.” the big Tengu rumbled. “But your grasp of earth element far outstrips mine of wood, father. It is a bad combination for me.”

“Perhaps I am too old, too weary. But my surviving children will have to take up more of the duties, since we are short two Directions. Therefore, when an outsider, fresh blood, comes in, proves their worth, and lays claim to my daughter… it is only natural to lean on him.”

“I didn’t… look, I just wanted her to be treated fairly.” I protested, and Arangbō laughed at me like I was an idiot. That hurts my feelings a little. I do get it. I let my anger get away with me, despite my Resilience. But they know what I meant, they shouldn’t twist my words.

“Yes. Even if we take your words as you intended, then you are her brother now. Therefore you must be my son.” Tarōbō agreed. “Haanōbō is grateful to you. And if you meant for more… as her father, I would not stand opposed.” He cast his gaze over the girls. “A powerful man is popular and can provide for many women.”

“My sister, she is quite the beauty to you humans, is she not?” Arangbō teased me slyly. “You saw her face. For a Tengu, we are a disgrace, the other Tengu families would mock us, so we always hide our shameful features, but… perhaps that is more to your taste?”

She was pretty, I’ll admit. But I barely know her. “Yes, but that doesn’t matter. That wasn’t my intent.”

“Even if it was not, you must still follow through on your words, brother.” Arangbō chuckled. “We are merely saying what relationship you choose to exercise with my dear little sister is between the two of you, but you are bound together now, as are we all.”

“I’m curious…” Natsumi spoke up again. As everyone turned to her, she blushed a little. “I’m sorry if this question is rude or oversteps our bounds, if so, feel free to dismiss it. But… why are the Tengu here less avian? You yourself look much like the Tengu I’ve seen pictured in storybooks and textbooks.”

“A sad story.” Tarōbō sighed. He was holding his staff again, the energy flowing out of it, bathing both him and me in the rainbow glow, restoring our depleted strength. “We guard the Sacred Flame, yet the Flame… I believe the purifying aura of the Flame has an effect, leaving those without adequate strength who bask in its radiance closer to its ideal. I doubt it was merely guilt that led to the Kami entrusting the mountain to us. The Sacred Flame is powerful, yet also inimical to beings of spirit. It reshapes and heals, purifies and strengthens. But not at one’s own will.”

“I see. It’s a bit like radiation then, just…” Thinking of Haru and her changes, as well as the restoration of Kinneka and Tsukiko-san, I observed the pair of them closely. Tsukiko-san’s red eyes did seem to be slightly golden, and her midnight-black hair did seem to shimmer a little when the light from the flames struck it. Kinneka’s fur was already golden, but it did seem to be richer, purer somehow.

“Thanks for answering my question.” Natsumi nodded, as if a puzzle that had been bothering her was answered. “So it’s like that, Motoko.”

“Yes.” Motoko agreed. “I am beginning to see a picture emerge. I suspect whoever comes from Kyoto will bring clarity, and we will be able to see what lies hidden.”

“It might be hard for those who venerate the Gods to hear.” Tarōbō warned, looking at Tsukiko-san with a little sympathy, but she merely shrugged.

“My faith is hard to shake. After all…” Again a gentle smile crossed her features as she turned to me, unusual yet delightful. “…I accepted the sacrifice of my own life, even my very spirit, for the greater good the Gods wished for. That the price was cheated does not invalidate I was prepared to pay it, even as I wished it was not so.”

Kana took her arm, hugging it. “It’ll be fine. That was then. Now you’re one of us, and Akio won’t let you die again.”

“We have strayed from the topic at hand. There are two vacant positions within the Directions. I would offer you the position of Summer South.” On seeing my look of shock, Tarōbō chuckled, his beak clacking. “Why are you so stunned? As a brother to Haanōbō, or her lover, either would quality you as my son. And your talent with Flame is great.”

“You land on your feet wherever you go, don’t you?” Yasaka-san grumbled, still drinking.

“And what would this entail?” Daiyu asked, curious. “Is it purely… ceremonial…? Yes, ceremonial.” She stumbled over the harder word. “Or does it offer tangible benefits?”

“Benefits other than getting close to my sister?” Arangbō laughed heartily, clearly trying to take his mind off his grief and sorrow by enjoying the chaos. “Obviously, it does confer strength, though one needs to have talent. The Pilgrimage, then, Great Tarōbō?” he asked, and the Tengu nodded, slamming down the butt of his staff.

“Yes. To the relic of Suzaku, Lord of Summer.” he agreed. On seeing my quizzical expression, he laughed, his tone bitter. “I do understand the irony. Suzaku, Byakko, Seiryū, Genbu, the Yellow Dragon… all would be considered among the Gods we disdain, those not of this world. But they are different. As you will see. You would not refuse the request of your new-found father, would you?”

“Even setting that aside...” And how I wish you would, although since I caused this with my careless declaration, I’ll have to live with it. Honestly, having another sister isn’t so bad. First Anna, now Haanōbō. I’m lucky that more of my girls don’t have sisters, otherwise I’d have even more. Though there’s plenty of brothers-in-law already… “…I’d try to accommodate your desires as best I can. I want this alliance to work… you’re right.” I grasped his point. “I can be trusted with your mountain, and your charge, the Sacred Flame. You’re still lord of this mountain, Tarōbō. As long as we work together, we can keep it strong and prosperous, and enhance my own domains as well.”

“All you have to do is teach Haanōbō to call him bro in that cutesy way Aiko-chan does, and he’ll end up doing anything she asks.” Kana giggled, and with that, the serious talk was over. Though there are still some details to iron out.

“In this sadness, there is also hope.” Tarōbō declared to the watching Tengu. “Let us feast once more, and celebrate the life of Shungbō, the Summer South, and his successor! For the Directions may be scattered, yet what was broken can be reforged!”

“I’ll drink to that!” Yasaka-san called drunkenly, the old man gulping down the contents of his wooden mug, soaking his beard, and I rolled my eyes. At least someone had fun today…
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“So, these are what you wish for?” the Tengu that had been sent out around the Mountain brought back a number of Etherites, mostly red and yellow, but there were a couple of green ones as well. Arangbō poked at them curiously. “These little trinkets are useful, they can boost the strength of an attack, but below the blue, they are hardly worth mentioning.” He paused, and I could just tell he was grinning under his mask. “Ask dear Haanōbō, I believe she keeps some as jewellery, since they are shiny and attractive.”

“Yeah, they are more useful than merely breaking them down for ether.” I don’t regret using up the ones I found early on, it was more important to achieve my aims, but they have so many uses in Mortal Engineering and crafting now, every one is precious.

“I have another question.” I addressed Tarōbō. “Your Territory here is impressive, managing to consolidate an Anchor isn’t easy.” At least not without cheats that the Gods gave out. “But I’m certain that over the centuries you could have easily reached Rank Four, or maybe even Rank Five. Just the ether I got from this Territory alone would have been a big leap towards that.”

“You are rather knowledgeable. I do not quite understand what you mean by Rank Four or Rank Five. Though I can surmise that higher numbers are representations of stronger Territories.” he answered, scratching at the replacement, gold-inlaid crimson mask he wore again, the long nose pointing at me. “Then you must know, to grow such, there is a period of great weakness. I was not prepared to show such vulnerability, not with those of the Hyakki Yagyō…” he glanced at Kinneka meaningfully. “…so often roaming near the mountain. Besides… there are other dangers.”

“That’s true.” I agreed. “Thanks for assuaging my curiosity. It makes sense, I almost suffered a grave defeat as I went into that just as an enemy found me. If he was more competent and less lazy, taking the field himself, there’s no way my Anchor would have stayed hidden, considering it was largely undefended.”

“The Department under the Party and those traitors…” Daiyu’s dark eyes were cold and flinty as she remembered. “…they have been growing the Territories for their Chosen lapdogs. Pouring the resources of many into one and protecting them while they lie dormant. As time passes, they will only grow stronger. Fortunately…”

“We have Asha and her Tree.” Bell agreed. “It's a really magnificent Rhyming Tree. To see such outside the Seelie Court still surprises me.”

“I think we can conclude that there will not be as many Territories of high Rank as we would expect.” Motoko pointed out, saying what we were all thinking. “Older, powerful lands such as the Seelie Court, perhaps, but those Territories, even ancient ones, which are too close to others, or are unwilling to face any risk… their growth will be held back. Yet…”

“Yeah, such a Territory, despite being weaker than it could be, will have the advantage of a lot of investment. I mean, look at what Haru bagged.” I pulled up her Territory details, amber letters blazing in my Eye. “Sure, the Spires and similar you had here have vanished, but there’s a lot of Rank four, five and even a few Rank six Silos. That changes my plans for our expansion yet again. I don’t need to worry about buffing my own Silos yet, I can use Ixitt’s mobile Silos to ferry the ether we are storing to here, and move it back as needed.” Of course, there’s no real direction to the construction here, no Defensive Emplacements, Barracks or Spawning Spires. But that isn’t unusual. Even a number of Chosen don’t have a good grasp on exactly what they can build…

“I do not like leaving the mountain vulnerable…” Tarōbō reiterated, his tone ominous, and I shook my head.

“Me neither. But you’re part of Haru’s Territory now. And we will be pushing to Rank Four when I’m done with mine. But there’ll be no long years of vulnerability. We’ll save up and do it in days, and station forces everywhere while we’re doing it.” As we talked, I allayed Tarōbō’s remaining concerns. As for becoming the Summer South… I wonder what benefits that would bring?

A Tengu flapped down from the skies, landing beside us. “Great Tarōbō, the outsiders have returned, and with them is… a Kami. He asks for permission to set foot on the mountain, as is proper.”

“Haanōbō is more than capable of giving my permission, especially now.” Tarōbō let out a cavernous sigh. “Return and tell our new guest he is, if not welcome, then at least permitted.” As the Tengu flew off, he turned to me. “Our guest is an old one. You might find what he has to say unexpected, but… the truth must be told.”

“I am prepared to hear it.” Tsukiko-san insisted bravely. “I have never averted my eyes from the truth, no matter how uncomfortable or cruel. Even if the truth I saw reflected in the moonlight was not the entire truth.”

Everyone waited for our guests, and soon Prince Shōtoku, Haru and Haanōbō returned, accompanied by a man radiating a powerful aura of League, matching mine and Tarōbō’s, though his control of it seemed excellent, as it seemed only we could feel it, else Haru and Haanōbō would have appeared far more uncomfortable. He was wearing priestly robes and an Imperial crown, though below his robes I could see the glint of scarlet lacquered armour, and there was a long, curved sword as well as a sceptre belted at his waist. He had a gentle face, with a well-trimmed, patrician beard, yet his eyes contained both wisdom and ferocity. My Eye glowed, and the result was a surprise.

Avatar of Emperor Ōjin [Kami Hachiman] - ???


An Emperor? And Hachiman? The Hachiman? Beside me, Tarōbō had dipped his head, the set of his wings displeased, while the Tengu were wary. As I peered at him, he noticed, and suddenly in a surge of League my Eye failed, merely blurring into question marks. I let the glow fade, and he nodded at me, satisfied.

“We’re back.” Haru spoke, eyeing me reproachfully. “What happened? You made us worried, especially poor Haanōbō.” She nodded at the white-winged Tengu. “I felt the mountain fall under my control, it was a rather uncomfortable feeling, and when I told Haanōbō, she thought you must have killed her father to take over, at least at first. It was a little funny, her good opinion of you warring with her suspicion. But from what we see everything is fine.”

“I was not worried.” Haanōbō denied in a tiny, quiet voice. “I believed matters would be as they are…”

“If you insist, I’ll believe you.” Haru grinned. “Now…” she gestured to where Hachiman's Avatar was accompanied by Prince Shōtoku. “…I present the great Emperor Ōjin, who apparently does exist, Hachiman, one of the great Kami.”

The regal yet fierce man bowed, his oppressive League disappearing. “I greet you, who is touched by Tsukuyomi, and you as well, Matsumuro-san, she who has taken on many burdens for the Gods.”

“You know me?” Tsukiko-san asked, surprised, and Hachiman nodded.

“Of course. From the Palace I watch all of Kyoto. Though my ability to act is greatly restricted. For doing so would come at a grievous cost. Though…” he looked at me then. “…because of your actions, those of you and your allies, ancient Kyoto was not destroyed, and I was able to remain an observer, though I grieved for the slain.”

“That’s awful.” Kana grumbled sadly. “People died, Kami too. And you could have helped. You’re Hachiman! You’re so powerful, surely you could have defeated the enemy?”

“The Kami do little of worth nowadays.” Tarōbō snorted. “It has been a long time, Ōjin. Some would say too long, but I would say not long enough.” He sniffed bitterly. “But I obey the laws of hospitality. Take a seat, guest, and take meat and sake.” As Tengu brought over plates and mugs, Tarōbō gestured towards me. “Haanōbō, sit next to your brother, the soon-to-be Summer South.”

Her eyes went wide behind her mask at that, and she forgot to complain about being called my sister, sitting down meekly.

“I see you still hold some disfavour in your heart for us, Tarōbō.” Hachiman remarked mildly. “As for your question, shrine maiden, yes, I would have acted in the end. But to do such would be most destructive. I am a Kami, born a mortal but transcended, and my strength is not small. Even now this is but a shell, a formed body so that I can manifest here. This world is fragile. It was… not always so. If I drove off or destroyed the invader, the damage would have been catastrophic, and I would attract much anger and hatred from others like me, who still watch this world. As it is, Kyoto suffered, the Boundary cracks, fragmenting, yet…” he scratched at his chin, the gesture somehow elegant. “…the damage was less than I would have expected, and efforts to mitigate the increasing rate of failure have been welcome.”

“Always an excuse. Just like back then. But… this I do understand.” Tarōbō sighed. “Ōjin here is a Kami, not one of the great Gods. He is from our world, through his power rivals some who dwell beyond our world, I imagine. Yet do not expect much from Kami. They serve their own interests and never act when they should.”

“Considering the task we entrusted you with, Tarōbō, you are not showing much gratitude.” Hachiman countered, his tone reproving. “The Sacred Flame is an honour to hold…”

“Such an honour you passed it to me and my kin, knowing the effects it would have, and unable to face your guilt. The Sacred Flame… it was not of the Kami, was it? They know, they saw the corpse of Atago, the Kamuy of these lands.”

“I see. There is little cause to hide it then.” He addressed those of us who he recognised held Divine Favours. “The world, it is cruel.” He clasped his hands, and then opened them, revealing a white-feathered dove, resting peacefully on his palms. “We are like the dove, unaware of the dangers surrounding us…” His aether surged, and a series of illusions surrounded the bird, of dark shadows, grasping hands, open mouths and crimson eyes, reaching out. “…yet fortunately…”

The images shifted, and the world receded, moving into a quiet shallow sea of silver and rainbow mist. “…our world drifted, and while much was lost, in that way safety lies. However…” The mist started to thin, and the shadows from above widened their eyes, swimming down towards the dove. “…safety is not eternal. One such…” One shadow fell, and passed through the mist, landing behind the dove, which was idly pecking at Hachiman’s palm. “…has already arrived. There may be others.”

There is. Tan for one. And who is to say she’s the only one. I nodded. “But with beings such as you around, and I also met an Avatar of Tsumatsu-Hime here in Kyoto, surely we can fend off these threats?”

“Would that we could.” Hachiman smiled solemnly, and he moved his hands, and the dove took flight, soaring out towards the grasping darkness before the illusion faded and it was gone. “Like Tsumatsu-Hime, I am merely a shell, a way to contain enough of my consciousness and power to present myself without damaging the fragile Boundary further. I could have and would have acted were the situation to become dire enough, yet to do so… it is merely exchanging one disaster for a potential greater one. Ordinarily I dwell in the deepest eddies of the Astral surrounding this world, yet I do keep watch on here and other places, though I mostly leave it to my proxies, such as he in the Palace.”

“Yes, I was not sure whether it would be you or him that came, Ōjin.” Tarōbō agreed, as everyone watched the discussion keenly, unwilling to miss a moment. “I suspected you would stir yourself for this. And I am old, and weary. I understand more than these new-borns. Even my own children know little. But the Kami… you yearn for the return of your Gods, do you not? Because then you can be taken away from here, to higher, better places.”

“It is only natural to revere the Gods of Japan. After all, I am Japanese.” Hachiman retorted. “Even in death, I carried on my work, and eventually was venerated enough to become a true Kami and gain great power. But even I am helpless against the true Gods, or many dangerous threats that dwell in the wider Astral. Yes, we wish for their return, but…”

“…but you are not the only ones who dream of the return of their Gods.” Tarōbō banged down his staff. “…and Japanese. Yes, you are. But there were other mortals and spiritual beings that dwelt in this land, long ago, alongside us.”

Of course. The Ainu and the Kamuy. I wasn’t aware they were ever so far south, but I do know that what we get taught is highly… sanitised. One thing we Japanese are good at is avoiding responsibility for our historical sins. Mom always made sure to let us know no nation was perfect, and that every country hides many skeletons in the closets and bodies under the floorboards. Hell, she used to say the same about Britain, Empire and slavery, among other matters.

“Yes, the other native peoples, their own Gods. But there is only so much to go around.” Tarōbō snorted. “So much ether, so much adherence, so many precious hallowed sites such as Mount Atago. So… war.”

“Yes, war.” Hachiman agreed. “It started with skirmishes, driving them off, killing the men and older women, and…” he looked around, seeing many young women, and changed what he was about to say. “…taking captive the young. The Kamuy clashed with the earliest Kami, and both sides suffered losses. But we… we were in the ascendant, and eventually we drove those people north, to their limited sanctuaries. Sacred sites such as this mountain, we took, made our own, and it is one reason that Kyoto is built here. It has been a long fifteen hundred years since action here has been curtailed, and… now such rivalry may begin again. The Kamuy were winnowed down to merely a handful, perhaps even exterminated entirely, yet should their mightiest paragons still endure, and return, as our Gods will…”

“Then your deeds will be seen for what they were.” Tarōbō insisted with great satisfaction. “This is all wishful thinking, of course. Far more likely we will all perish, than the Gods of Japan reach out and take control of this world. Yet… the seeds sown by many will bear fruit. Whether that fruit is poisoned… we shall see.”

“Fifteen hundred years…” Kana remarked, surprised. “That’s about the same timescale as the true shrines go back to.”

“And the war between the humans and the Fae, which drove us off the Material.” Bell echoed.

“And the retreat of those cowards from Kunlun. I do not think this could be coincidence.” Daiyu agreed.

I nodded. “Yes, it seems that everything started happening at once, or at least over a rather short period of a few years. It answers my question. If the Ainu were pushed back then, like everything else involved with that time, there’s a veil of secrecy agreed by all involved. No, perhaps agree is the wrong word, everyone seems to have accepted that the knowledge should be hidden. So it’s no wonder our history books teach us about their more limited reach.”

“We still know little of these Ainu.” Motoko reminded me, her expression troubled. “You said we do not treat them kindly?”

“Yeah, that’s… a way of putting it.” I sighed. “We settled their lands, stripped them of rights and tried to ban their native religious practises and culture, encouraging intermarriage until they were the same as us. I expect there are probably darker events that took place as well, though I don’t think those are well documented. Even today, those of Ainu descent face discrimination and hardships that us ordinary Japanese don’t know, not that there’s many of those left. My mom… she has always said that the Japanese are very protective and kind to their own, but they don’t care for outsiders. She had it hard for a while when she first moved here. Luckily we had friends who looked out for her. So eventually she was accepted. Now, she’s faced nothing like they have, but… she still sympathises.”

“I see. This is not taught at Hanafubuki.” Motoko mused, troubled. “I wonder… have the nobility been involved in such?”

“Almost certainly. Though from what I gather, at least some steps have been made to rectify many of the worst decisions, such as denying them their culture, as of recently. Sadly it’s too little, too late for many. Most of the Ainu have likely already intermarried into Japanese families over the centuries. There’s only a few tens of thousands left, my mom said.”

“I see. I shall speak to grandfather and father and find out more about this.” Motoko declared, her face set. “We are trying to build a better world, such injustices have no place in it. Besides…” her face fell. “… the bear, that Kamuy. It was achingly sad. You will help me, Natsumi.”

“Of course I will. Though I doubt my parents know much about it.” she promised. Seeing that, Tarōbō burst out laughing, beak clacking behind his mask.

“See that, Ōjin? The young are often full of spirit. But nothing ever changes. The mortals ape you Kami and persecute the others who share their lands, even to this day. Hence why you gave the Flame into our care. It is hard to claim to be righteous when you are constantly seeing the rewards of your misdeeds.”

“Your words wound me, as they did then, Tarōbō.” Hachiman sighed. “But there is some truth to them. But we are hardly alone in defending our own, no matter how savagely. The world back then was harsh, many strong powers clashing. War was a matter of extermination, of ruthless violence. And it will happen again.”

“But if we have Kami such as noble Hachiman, of the Eight Banners, we can weather the storm!” Kana insisted, her expression complex. I see the talk of persecution upsets her, but she also has respect for the Kami. It’s a difficult path to tread. “You can help us against that damn toad when it returns!” she then turned to Tsukiko-san. “We won’t let it come back for you, if it does, Akio and the others will kill it again. I’ll help too.” she promised, and Tsukiko-san smiled gently at her, thanking her softly.

Hachiman remained silent, and Tarōbō guffawed loudly. “Put not your trust in the Kami, I told you. Yes, they may act, but only in their own interests, or for those they cherish. Ōjin here may be strong, but he will not risk his own life. If he thinks he can win, he will, otherwise…” he snorted, angry. “…the Yōkai, Kamuy, foreign enemies… the Kami have faced them all many times, but unless they have the upper hand, such as against the Kamuy, it always ends in a stalemate.”

“It is not that we are unwilling, but unable. Your anger blinds you, Tarōbō.” Hachiman countered, his voice hard and cold. “Against an intruder from without, I may be able to act, though the cure might be worse than the disease. There is little point killing one cockroach that has entered the storehouse, only for the door to be left open for hundreds to swarm in and devour the rice. And some cockroaches are truly monstrous.”

“See? Weasel words…” Tarōbō grimaced, and I chuckled, remembering my earlier complaints I wasn’t allowed to use that turn of phrase anymore. “So, has Ōjin satisfied your curiosity? There are many such sites, though not all have been protected as has Mount Atago, and they have fallen to ruin. We take our task seriously, not for the Kami, but for us, as the mountain is ours! As Summer South, you now have a duty to protect this place. And your family…” He glanced to Haanōbō, who let out a long sigh.

“Taking a mortal… no, not mortal…” Hachiman corrected. “…a once-mortal as one of your Directions? A strange choice.” He then saw the way Haanōbō was acting, shy and bothered. “Oh, I see. A happy event then. I give you my blessings.” He reached out his hand, and amber letters flared across my vision.

Your Class, Kami-Blessed has increased from Level Ten to Level Twelve. Charm has increased by One. Majesty has increased by One. Aether has increased by Forty-Four.


I could surmise that Kana had also Levelled her Kami-Blessed Class too, from the way the light of aether and adherence wrapped around her. Excellent, a boon, at least.

“I thank you for your blessing. But…” I began, unwilling to let such an advantage leave. “…I have others who deserve the blessing of the Kami. After all, we dealt with the invasion of Kyoto, preventing the need for you to act. So, if I bring some people on a Pilgrimage to the Imperial Palace, can you bestow your favour on them too?”

Hachiman paused, thinking, before he agreed. “I can. But I am weary. Even as an Avatar, it is most difficult for me to remain in these shallow eddies. As gratitude for your service, and as an apology for past actions…” he glanced at Tarōbō, who turned his head aside, unwilling to accept. “…I will leave a fragment of my Avatar behind. When you journey to the Palace, my seneschal will receive you, and he will summon me. But I shall do it only once, for even appearing thus is troubling, and may attract attention we do not care for.” With that, he transformed into a giant dove, before taking flight and vanishing, a few gleaming feathers falling down, before they vanished, and it was as if he was never there.

“That was… certainly in the top ten strangest moments of my life.” Haru observed. “Meeting the Kami Hachiman. Strange how all the top ten moments of my life have happened after I’ve died though.”

“Pathetic. The Kami truly are disingenuous. Oh, do not glower at me so, girl.” He stared at Kana searchingly. “There are the good and the bad, just like with Yōkai, and mortals too. I am sure your Kami is a worthy one. The weaker, less famous ones usually are. But when he says he would have dealt with the invader. Perhaps. But only when there was no other choice, and his own interests were on the verge of ruin. And he is not wrong. There are always others watching. The world has found an uneasy balance, one that the Gods from high above have upset. Selfish creatures.” he spat bitterly. “Now, enough of the gloom. You now know the reason we Tengu guard, and now you guard Mount Atago. Let not the sacrifices and the cruelty be for nothing. And trust me when I say that Ōjin presented matters in the best possible light. What happened in the frozen north, the Kami and Yōkai like hungry wolves, eager for blood and violence... it would shock and disgust you if you knew.”

I nodded, taking a mug of sake and taking a deep swig, trying to wash away the foul taste in my mouth. That’s right. Earth is full of strong beings. Nurarihyon, the Queen of the Seelie, Hachiman and other Kami, and likely any number more. Yet it seems to fall to us Chosen to defend the Earth and help it break through to the upper Astral, if I believe Ortlinde, and I have no reason not to trust her yet. So there has to be reasons that the powerful either don’t act, can’t act, or are too weak to make the difference. There are always others watching, huh? Thinking on Hachiman’s earlier words, another phrase sprang to mind. Nothing ever changes. The mortals ape the Kami. Everything that happens once happens again. War, the cycle of hatred and greed, scrambling for resources. It’s like Kodoku. But can we break the cycle without putting ourselves and the world in jeopardy?

Seeing my heavy expression, Motoko took one of my hands, and Natsumi the other. Kana’s face twitched, an expression of regret at being too slow crossing her features, and as I opened my mouth to console her, Prince Shōtoku spoke up. “Do you feel disgust? Again, the wars had long ended when I passed, and found myself as a Kami of Tsukuyomi-jinja. Yet back then, I would have participated without a second thought. The ancient world was cruel. But I implore you to judge us on the times.”

“I do. The modern world isn’t free of the same shit.” I agreed. “Now, that was rather depressing, but I’d rather know more about the world, even if it’s unpleasant. So, now that we’re all here together, and we’ve concluded our alliance, it’s time to plan what we are going to do from here. Besides…” I squeezed Motoko's and Natsumi’s hands. “Some of you really need to go home, before your parents get worried.”

Looking at the new Buildings Haru commanded, as well as the vast reserves of ether we had pulled from this ancient Territory, I started running some numbers. First, the Throne, and then… Rank Four. I have a bad feeling things could get dangerous, so I’ll take worse infrastructure for now, to bolster our defences and reach…


Side One Hundred And Forty-Eight - An Ordinary Day Two (Territory Edition)


“The earth element has to soak into the packed earth, turning it into a rock as hard as jade, no, harder , unbreakable.” the strange rat-person in front of the mercenary explained, pointing to the flipchart. “I believe that your concrete is of roughly the same level of durability, more so when strengthened by the additions of steel, but we need it stronger, faster, better.” He bared his teeth in a smile.

Damn, this is surreal. Here we are getting lectured on how to use magical fucking powers by some talking rat, in strange company indeed… the mercenary, who had prided himself on being one of the first to join the Black Wolf, back in the early days when it was just Trey, Aliyah and a few others, had never considered leaving, not even for a minute, despite their change in fortunes and country of affiliation. Bastards, I won’t forgive those who ditched us. They missed out though… the money’s good, and the work is… a bit boring, but we won’t be building walls and caves forever…

In addition to a number of his colleagues, there were stranger beings around them. More of the rats, as well as weasels and other animal people, little green men, Goblins, if you could believe it, and here and there were dotted some that looked almost entirely human, except for longer ears and inhuman beauty, the men all handsome and lithe, the women gorgeous and with brightly coloured hair. Fucking Elves. I suppose the job does have its perks. Though Aliyah has been in a foul mood recently. Not that we haven’t seen that before…

“Here are the plans on the Material. Firstly, for the factory and underground warehouses. Taking advantage of mortal machinery, we have begun excavations, but on this scale…” As the lecturing rat continued, the mercenary marvelled at the fact he was presenting wearing what looked like a lab coat, and that he was using diagrams, graphs and blueprints out of a damn business pitch. When did fantasy get so… so ordinary?

“Do not forget, that resistance to elements and aether in the mortal Material world is significantly stronger, or so I have heard. By the Moon, I am so jealous of those who get to walk the mortal world.” The rat went off on a tangent, waxing lyrical about all the magical, wonderful things in the Material, and the mercenary looked over at one of his colleagues, who rolled his eyes. I sure wish I lived in such a place, where even the most mundane things like cars and mobile phones are special. He glanced around once more, and in the background the towering tree, shining with a rainbow of ether, attracted his eyes. Yeah, I guess the grass is always greener, this seems plenty magical to me…

“You ever think we’d end up in an engineering corps?” his colleague whispered, and several other of the Black Wolf laughed. They were usually split into groups, some on bodyguard duty, others training, and a further group learning practical skills.

“It’s not all construction techniques, is it? Just like demolitions, this stuff kills in the right hands.” another bantered, and the mercenary had to agree.

“Yeah, we can make the ground explode, or fire bullets of sharp stone like a damn anti-tank round. And that’s just us. When you see the real pros in action…” He remembered seeing armour comprised entirely of stone, strong enough to stop bullets, and entire rains of deadly jagged rock projectiles, more than enough to down most of a squad. “Then there’s the other elements. A flash of green, and then your head comes off, or you get burnt alive, or worse…”

“Guns are still useful though.” one argued, and the mercenary laughed.

“Yeah, though not in every situation. Of course, when you add on such power to bullets, sure, there’ll always be a place for powerful weapons. But these powers make us a weapon.”

“We always have been.” another snorted, amused. “Especially the bosses. And also Luciana. Damn, she’s a fine-looking woman. And so polite. It makes me wonder how she ended up in a PMC.”

“On the surface man, on the surface!” another shook his head. The group was attracting looks from the bizarre Fae-folk around them, but fortunately their instructor was too busy explaining his project to pay attention. “She’s the sort you think is all polite, but she’s a deft hand with a knife and other forms of close combat, and she’s got a wicked temper when pissed off. You want to have a go at her, be prepared to lose a hand, or at least a finger or two. Especially now. Our big badger general…” The man shook his head, amused at the words coming out of his mouth and how unrealistic they seemed. “…says she’s a natural with wind too, and with it her knives can cut through body armour easily enough. I’ve seen it.”

So have I. “Hey, you saw her this morning? She’s in a strange mood. And when we got back here, she was wearing a new uniform I hadn’t seen before. It was kind of hot though.”

“Did you ask her about it?” another asked, but before he could answer, the ratkin spoke up, clapping his hands.

“All right, pay attention. I know I can talk too much, but this is important. If the factory suffers setbacks, we are in trouble, to say nothing of the house that the princess and her consort will be living in.”

“Sorry!” the mercenary apologised loudly. I’d best pay attention, or Aliyah will take her bad mood out on us. If word gets back that we’ve been slacking off…

“All right then. So, we have an expert here to demonstrate. It is a minor God of this land, a Kami, so be respectful!”

As the large white snake slithered up, wearing a three-corner hat and robes, it hissed out a greeting, and was soon demonstrating the best way to push earth element into soil and stone, transforming it, as well as strengthening metal. After a brief orientation it was time for the students to try. The mercenary frowned at the block of loose earth in front of him, remembering his training. “So, I have to feel the energy here…” he touched his lower body. “…and then draw it out. Damn, this new age shit isn’t easy.”

The training was hard, but then it must have been harder on those young girls. Looked barely out of pigtails and short skirts. But then Asians do tend to look younger to us Westerners. They can’t have been that old though. It’s a heavy burden, being forced to work so young, but then the bosses started in their mid-teens, so they often tell us when drunk. But damn, if young kids can master this stuff then there’s no way big, rough men like us can’t…

“Not too bad. Thisss isss the hardessst part of the tasssk.” the snake hissed as he brought out the glowing red energy. “And asss your proficiency increasssesss, you will find you can do much you could not do before.”

“Practice makes perfect, huh?” he grunted, pushing the earth element into the loose soil. It soaked in, and with the proper mental image, eventually the dirt and clay changed, solidifying, shimmering like a brownish-red gemstone. Breathing heavily, the man mopped at his brow. Reaching out, he rapped one fist against the now solid block, feeling a hard impact. “Damn, I think I did it. But if it’s this hard… how the fuck are we going to fortify an entire underground cavern?”

“It isss quite the undertaking, I agree.” the snake sighed sibilantly. “But we have achieved much that wasss consssidered impossssssible. Ssstrength of numbersss is a powerful thing. I have ssseen it.”

“True.” I always like being on the side that outnumbers, not the one outnumbered, although damn, that almost never happens. Putting that aside, he took a deep breath, concentrating on the greatly diminished feeling of warmth in his lower body. The root Chakra, right? To think such new age shit would be important in my life…
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“Excuse me, you seem lost.”

Aditi turned at the voice behind her, clutching her bow to her chest. She was confronted with three very large men, all six feet tall, one dark-skinned, the other two white. For a moment, Aditi felt unnerved, before she realised that nothing bad would happen to her here. Oh no, I am afraid my courage has been quite shattered, since… since the betrayal. The little Indian woman held in a sigh. I have been given a second chance, to help the Princess. And I still carry the bow…

She smiled, though it still appeared a little forced. “I am sorry gentlemen, I am merely taking a break. The view from up here is rather marvellous. It rivals the Tower of London, so it does.”

“English, huh?” the lead man smiled, relieved. “It’s good that here there’s a lot of people that speak it, back in Japan most of them speak moon runes.”

Aditi’s smile became more genuine. “I think that is a little rude. Though I do understand English speakers tend to look down on other languages.”

“No, it’s more that we’re too lazy to learn. But we have to. Japanese classes are a pain, though we are persevering.”

“Aliyah would beat us up if we don’t.” Another of the men laughed. “Aliyah has it easy, she’s good with languages, Trey, not so much…”

As the banter continued, Aditi finally relaxed, her momentary fear gone. “I see. Yes, as a child I learned a number of languages, English among them. It can be difficult.” She looked out over the Territory, watching the inhabitants below. “I like this place. It is so bustling, compared to London. Though that is starting to change…”

“Yeah, seems like our big boss is in tight with your Princess, girl.” The man smiled broadly. “I saw the news. Quite a press conference. So, are you like him and her, one of the Chosen, as they call them?”

Aditi’s smile froze, and she felt sick. On seeing that, the man scratched his cheek, embarrassed. “Did I say the wrong thing?”

Aditi squeezed shut her eyes, clutching her bow tightly. After a moment she opened them again, looking out over the magnificent view, the pretty dark aurorae overhead casting long, rippling shadows. “No, you are not at fault, sir.”

“Sir, she calls you? Damn, that’s one for the history books.” As they laughed and mocked each other playfully, Aditi wondered if they would understand. Mary-Jane did, she knew, but… The Princess and Mr Reckless, they are kind, they sympathise, but they cannot know, what it was to have a gift taken away. Even if I never asked for it, it was a part of me.

“I… I was. But unfortunately, the power of Arjuna is no longer with me. I should have died.” she confessed. “Those I trusted, they betrayed me, and left me for dead. Fortunately, the young gentleman from Japan, Mr Oshiro, he was able to save us. And… I do not wish for the Princess to fight alone, or have to carry the grief of our losses and failures. I would hate that.”

“Fight alone? I do not think that is el caso.” A feminine voice with a foreign accent rang out, and Aditi turned to see a woman ascending the stairs onto the wooden terrace that crowned the great tree. She was wearing a military-style uniform in black and silver, with a long coat and tight trousers and shirt, adorned with badges in a diamond shape. She was small and petite, not much bigger than Aditi herself, with an olive complexion, dark brown eyes and a long brown braid that hung out from her cap down to her bottom.

“Oh, hey Luciana. Looking gorgeous as ever.” one of the big men whistled, and she gave him an annoyed look.

“Of course I do. I am always hermosa, beautiful.” She shrugged, long coat billowing. “But you are wasting my time.” She observed Aditi again. “A visitor from Inglaterra? And a woman too? Come, take a seat, have a drink. You will feel much better. It is sabroso, good stuff. And I have these.” She flourished her hand, holding a number of what looked like small coins. It drew attention, several of the abnormal creatures that also were standing or sitting atop the terrace came over, curious. Aditi marvelled at them, with their sometimes cute animal forms, but had no fear of them, due to her experiences with Raidre and his Selkie.

“Are those… coins?” one small green-skinned creature that looked like a child asked, and Luciana nodded.

“Indeed they are. I was gifted them as part of my reward for joining…” she paused, before changing what she was about to say. “...well, there is no need to conversar. I am simply well regarded.” She smiled, waving to a weasel woman dressed in a maid outfit, which reminded Aditi of classic Victorian wear for servants.

“So that’s the famous uniform I heard about earlier. It’s very stylish. Do we all get one?” one of the men asked, bantering, and Aditi felt a small sting in her chest. That was how we talked, battling in the shadows of London, before…

“You wish.” Luciana snorted. “Only the best, la elite. If you see someone wearing this uniform, you had best be careful not to provoke them. Now, these coins…” she tossed several to the maid. “I will take the best you have.”

The maid caught them and smiled. “You are quite-quite lucky. Mistress Asha…” She nodded to a beautiful woman with long reddish-brown hair and pale, faintly green-tinged skin, who was accompanied by a woman Aditi recognised, as one of the heroes from Japan who had come to save the Princess. Hyacinth, yes? There was also a cat-like girl with them, with silver fur. “…has just brewed a tremendously good batch of fruit wine. It is grown-grown with blossom from her own Tree and has a delightful flavour.”

“Great, I shall take it.” Lucania chuckled. “I have enough to share, I am not despiadada, heartless. You too, girl.” she insisted to Aditi, and she soon found herself sitting at a large table, along with the woman, the large men and the child-like Goblin. In the centre, a barrel was broached, and fragrant liquid was poured into clear glasses. Aditi took hers gingerly and sniffed it, to be hit with the sweet, honeyed scent of sugar, fruit and flowers, clearing her head. How… delightful.

“Damn, this is good stuff.” one of the men sighed, swigging it with some relish.

“Go easy on it.” Luciana warned. “If I have to go back asking for more money, then the commanders, they will not think too buena of me.”

“The commanders, huh?” one man mused, eyes narrowing. “I’m guessing you don’t mean Trey and Aliyah.”

“No, not for this.” She shrugged, taking a sip, eyes narrowing in pleasure. “Of course, I am still loyal to the Black Wolf, but this does not conflict.”

“So how do I go about joining? If you can buy stuff this good, I’m all in.” one big, rough man asked, and Luciana shot him a withering glance.

“For you, there is no way.” She shook her head. “Give up on that. But if you wish to earn these…” she showed her remaining coins. “Siempre, there are ways.”

“The American dream, huh?” the man mused, rolling his eyes, going for another mug of the sweet drink, only for Luciana to slap his hand away and pour him a smaller measure. “Work hard, get paid. Spend it on shit we don’t need. Not that such is a bad thing. A man’s got to unwind, and a woman too.”

“I have a question.” The Goblin spoke up, surprising everyone. “More than one, if you do not mind?”

Fascinating. Raidre did not talk a lot, and when he did it was mostly with the Princess, so I am curious… “I have questions as well. But you should speak first, sir.”

“Sir? Oh, a mortal form of respectful address.” The Goblin mused. “I am not used to such. Goblins are looked down on, the few of us that… never mind that. These coins, this money. I worry. Does this mean that without coins, we cannot get what we want?”

“Isn’t that normal?” one of the men exclaimed, surprised. “How else do you buy things?”

“But then… the poor, the wretched…” the Goblin protested. “...and I have noticed that things have changed recently. I fear we are no longer welcome. All of the lost who have left the Seelie Court and lands of the Fae for here are being questioned and harassed.”

“I think yooou misunderstand.” a voice interrupted, and Aditi looked up to see Hyacinth, followed by that cat-like young woman, who was staring at the opened barrel, licking her lips.

“Can I have some, nya?” she asked, and Hyacinth clouted her across the back of the head, making her hiss in annoyance, only to quail as she saw the hard look in the maid’s violet-silver eyes.

“Nooo, not until you work. The lazy dooo not get luxuries.” Hyacinth intoned. “Now little Goblin, yooou are being unfair.”

“How so? When newcomers arrive, they are herded off to interrogation.”

“Questioning. If yooou want to see interrogation, Hyacinth can shooow you. I remember all toooooo well.” She sighed, and it was a deep, regretful exhalation. “Nooo, we are simply concerned. All who come with gooooood intentions are welcome, we will turn none away, nooo matter how lowly or despised, so looong as they mean us no harm. But…” she continued with barely a pause. “…this Territory should nooot simply allow in anyone uninvited, as has been happening. Nooo, there is a problem, and…. have you nooot ever wondered? How the Wild Hunt cooome and go as they please? Hyacinth has pondered it, I have. So we question, we ask. Pooolitely.” She snorted. “No tortures, nooo harsh words. Just asking. But we have learned much, and we believe we understand several ooof the ways the Wild Hunt evade the Fae Stone Wards and mooore. Surely you see that as a gooooood thing?”

The Goblin paused, frowning. “We are too used to prejudice and worse. You can hardly blame me for worry. Many of us have come here…”

“And we are pleased to see it. Akiooo too.” Hyacinth agreed. “And we will take all whooo come and wish to work. And we will give them a good life. But there must be… incentive tooo contribute.”

“Hence the American dream.” the man from before repeated. “Capitalism sure does leave a lot to be desired, but going Commie never exactly worked, did it?”

“Thooose who work can be rewarded, and there are many treats that can make life mooore fun. Such as this.” She tapped the barrel. “But shelter and succour, a home… those we freely provide for all under our dominion.”

“It makes sense. Those who can work, should.” Luciana agreed, and she sat more upright, showing off her uniform, and Aditi smiled, forgetting her cares for a while. She seems rather proud of that. Perhaps being an elite, as she called it, is a mark of pride for her? I… I should strive for the same. She has no gift from Arjuna, nor the bow I carry, yet she betters herself.

On seeing the look or resolve in Aditi’s eyes, Luciana tilted the broached barrel, refilling her glass. “Drink up, chica. While you live, there is always hope. Hard times come for us all, but how we face them, and who we face them with… it changes everything.”

Aditi placed the glass to her mouth and took a sip, tasting the sweet, refreshing drink on her tongue. Yes, hard times. But… we are still alive. The Princess too. London stands. And… we are not standing alone. As here I am… “I think that is a wonderful sentiment, Miss Luciana.”

“Drop the miss, chica, I am not someone so special.” Luciana smiled.

“Sorry, Luciana. Your words, they moved me. I have been moping, lost. I am grateful for that, but… no, I need to be stronger. I was Chosen, but I am not merely my power.” She looked down, embarrassed. “I see those here, training hard, ordinary people, men, women, girls and boys. Both human and other beings…” she smiled at the Goblin, who was puzzled by that. “…united in purpose. Growing stronger. I still have advantages, I have knowledge and experience. If they can grow strong enough to make a difference, I can also.”

“Well said. Sooomeone…” Hyacinth grabbed the catgirl by her ear as she reached for the barrel, making her yowl. “…could learn frooom you. A kind world, that is what Akiooo seeks, a world where those within his reach are safe and happy. But such a world…” she stared at the Goblin, her gaze cold. “…it doooes not come without struggle. Many would seek to take the joooy from others, Hyacinth knows. So all who wish for such a world have a duty tooo preserve it. Hence we ask thooose who can to contribute. These coins are simply a reward fooor doing the right thing. If yooou are weak, we will lift you up, support you, until yooou are strong. But if you are selfish and disloyal, then we dooo not need you, and I shall not be gentle!”

She turned back to the catgirl, shaking her. “That goooes for you too, Ginneka. Akio is grateful that yooou saved mistress Eri, so you have your life, but we dooo not tolerate freeloaders.” Her expression then softened a little. “You have a chance to be important, tooo matter. Work hard and despite your past deeds, yooou will be happy.”

“I know, nya.” she complained, rubbing at her sore ear. “I want that ability, I crave it. I’ll work, I promise. Besides…” She cocked her head, then smiled as Luciana handed her a glass of drink. She gulped it down, and even used her tongue to lick clean the glass, purring happily, before speaking. “He keeps his word, nya. I can sense my brother again, though he seems a little strange, nya. If only I could have a tumble with Akio, nya…”

“I think nooot…” Hyacinth clouted her again, and Aditi laughed at the performance.

“Mr Goblin, do you not want to build a home for yourself, a better place? It is what the Princess wants. It is a lofty dream, but one I wanted to support…”

“And you still can, nooo?” Hyacinth insisted, her expression now kind. “Akio will spare no effort aiding you. And strength is nooot measured simply by the Favour you possess. Mistress Eri proves that. And…” She nodded at Luciana, seeing the uniform, her eyes sparkling. “Those who wear the coat of Adamant are nooot weak either.”

Adamant? Setting that aside, Aditi addressed the Goblin again. “If you are concerned… maybe you could sit in on one of those border checks? Or am I overstepping my bounds as a guest to suggest such?”

Hyacinth shrugged. “It doooes not matter. It is only questions. We do nothing bad ooor cruel. As for your bounds, we listen to all. And Akio would definitely nooot wish to disparage an ally of Princess Eleanor.” She paused, grinning broadly. “Akio does have a way with Princesses. I wooonder… when will be the day I call her mistress?”

As Hyacinth snickered, going off into her own world, Aditi was quite touched. “We are endlessly grateful, especially Mary-Jane and I. Now, I wish to work hard. Perhaps I too one day could be considered an elite such as you?”

At that, Luciana suddenly looked strained, and Aditi tilted her head, puzzled, taking another sip of the dwindling wine. Now, to training. I am an archer, though my skills have worsened substantially. So… perhaps wind element? That was recommended to me…
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“If you have anything to ask, you can.” The weaselkin said to the Goblin, who had taken the advice of the people he had met to sit in on the identity and border check, as they were calling it. “We are-are interested in the method of entry. It would not do to have infiltrators from the Wild Hunt or Unseelie slip in to do mischief, although…” the weaselkin looked uncomfortable for a moment.

Although? The Goblin was still wary around those Fae races from the seven surviving branches, being as like the Giants and the Trolls, Goblins were seen as traitorous and treacherous, Unseelie sympathisers at best. “Is there a problem?” the Goblin asked, curious.

“Not-not exactly. It is simply that the princess says that were the intruders actually Unseelie or other foes here not to do harm, but to claim asylum, we would consider them. Many enemies have become friends. Though such would need to wait for further, more exacting questioning. The-the suspicious ones are detained, with all-all comfort and respect, until the princess or another with the talent to determine truth from falsehoods is free.” The weaselkin seemed aggrieved at that. “The princess has many-many demands on her time. All should be grateful that she spends her precious efforts on such visitors.” The weaselkin realised he had misspoke and moderated his tone. “Though of course, those who come with no-no malice are welcomed.”

I see. Old contempt lingers, though I should be grateful they are making an effort, I suppose. Us, the Kobolds, other races of ill-repute, their feelings for us will not change swiftly. Remembering the precious cargo they had secreted in this Territory, in his very home, it did make him feel nervous. This is the final hope of the Goblins. We chose this place as the rumours made it out to be a safe haven, and so far it has been, but the heightened tension regarding immigrants, money… it is of some concern.

Once inside the small building that served as an interrogation chamber, which was not as bleak and bare as the Goblin expected, the weaselkin he was with took a seat, pulling a chair for the Goblin as well. Once seated, the door opened and several more Goblins came in, poorly dressed in rags, haggard and downtrodden. They looked scared when they saw the weaselkin warrior who was well-armed and equipped, before calming down when they saw the Goblin, eyes going wide. Fortunately they kept their mouths shut. Yes, say nothing. I am just an ordinary wanderer, who has ended up here, searching for a place to belong. Nothing more.

“You three…” the weaselkin began. “…there is no-no need for concern. This is merely a routine identity check…” the weaselkin spoke the words as if learned by rote. “If you came here seeking a place to live, there will be no-no problems. But your entry was irregular.”

Of course. There are many of us who smuggle in others. We are long used to doing such in the lands of the Seelie. Wait… I see. Since lesser, downtrodden races often managed to pass by the security measures of the Court, it made sense they assumed that the Wild Hunt might use similar methods. I cannot see how those hate-filled monsters could use the same methods as we do, but…

“We… we were scared. Rumour is that all are welcome here, and that shelter and plenty is available for all.” one Goblin ventured nervously. “But… we are used to persecution and contempt. We did not wish to travel to the Spring and come that way, so…”

“The reasons are not-not so important.” The weaselkin sighed. “What matters is how. The Territory barrier seems rather porous, this bodes ill for security.” His eyes were hard. “Please disclose your methods, for if they are not closed off, if our enemies use them… well, you would not wish for your-your home, families and friends to be caught up in destruction, like so many lives in the Seelie Court?”

The Goblins were extremely troubled, glancing at the Goblin who had come to witness the interrogation, their eyes pleading. I can see I shall have to intervene. It is a leap of trust, but…hard times come for us all, but who we face them with… the human woman speaks truly. “I believe there is no need for this. I understand the method.” he revealed, and the Goblins across from him seemed surprised he would speak.

“Oh, interesting. And how…” the weaselkin asked, curious. “… do you know-know that?”

“I am a Goblin.” he declared proudly. “Of course I am aware. It is rather simple, and no threat, I assure you. We are simply too small, too insignificant to attract notice, and with the lack of malice in our hearts…” As he explained, the three Goblins cautiously added their own agreement, filling in a few small points, such as that they were automatically welcomed in any place that contained Seelie Goblins, as all Goblins would strive to invite and protect others of their race, and soon the interrogation was over, the Goblins released. Once outside, the newcomers were shocked.

“To have you come collect us personally…” one was almost crying with joy, and another chimed in that he was terrified of the weaselkin. As they walked through the bustling streets of the Territory, they shot wary glances at the Fae and mortals who were coming and going.

“I am no one special. I simply provide shelter to those who carried the treasure. By the first Goblin, they are arrogant and annoying. At least most of them work now and have escaped the interrogation you endured. But we cannot draw too much attention.” They passed a Mortal Engineering site, where numerous ratkin and weaselkin, as well as humans and other stranger races, were testing some newfangled devices, the smell of elemental energies heavy in the air, as loud roars sounded, some weird projectiles flying faster than arrows and destroying targets.

Something about the sight, the sound and the smells made his heart ache, eager. “Do not mind it. Just be glad you are here. Now… you will have to find a role. I will not tolerate any more freeloaders like the Chieftain. And whatever your clan, do not be like him. We are all Goblins, even if the lineage to the First Goblin is thin or broken for many. There is enough hatred without us adding to it ourselves.”

Soon they were at his humble, yet comfortable house. It was mercifully emptier. Most of the Goblins had found their own homes, and now it was just the Chieftain and his sons that remained, bothering him.

“I have returned.” the Goblin called, and the Chieftain greeted him, eyes narrowed.

“Newcomers?” he asked, and the Goblin nodded.

“Yes. Do not cause any trouble. We are all Goblins, under the First Goblin.” he insisted, keeping calm. “It is known.”

“It is known.” The other Goblins echoed piously. One then ventured a diffident question.

“Is… is it here?”

The Chieftain nodded proudly. “Yes, we have carried the treasure to safety, our truest link to the First Goblin, the hope of our revival.”

“Can… can we see it?” another asked reverently.

“Which clan are you?” the Chieftain asked, suspicious, and the Goblin whose house it was roared angrily.

“I told you, cease your foolishness. There are too few of us left, compared to the corrupt and the traitors, those of the Unseelie, Wild Hunt and the cannibal tribes of the outer lands. All Goblins are one Goblin, part of the First Goblin. You know that!”

“It is known.” The Goblins echoed, and even the Chieftain followed it with a grudging agreement.

“If the Seelie take it from us… I am just doing my duty, as the last Chieftain who carries the blood of the First Goblin.” he insisted, placating his host. “I… most of my kin have started working, blending in, as you wished. I have given you ample respect!”

“And I am grateful.” The Chieftain is such a pain. But he is right. He is the latest to carry the treasure. For that he deserves some respect, if little else. “I share your concerns, events recently have changed, but… I have asked and investigated, and it does not seem like a return of the old intolerance. I was shown freely what the Fae do here, and why they do it. I cannot say I entirely understand, but… I still have hope. We need hope. So give these newcomers a little.”

The Chieftain grumbled, but finally agreed. Reverently, the hidden cavity the Goblins had created in the floor was unsealed, and the treasure within was lifted out carefully, a block of dull crystal wrapped in a faded, threadbare cloak. Placing it down, the cloak was removed, revealing a shadow within, and everyone bowed their heads, the Goblin whose home it was being no exception.

“Blood of the first.” The chieftain called, as did the other Goblins, tears in the eyes of the newcomers. “Blood of the first, last of the first. The first and the last is a cycle. What falls can rise again. It is known.”

“What falls can rise again. It is known.” They echoed, and the Goblin nodded, looking down at the shadow in the crystal. What falls can rise again. The Goblins have fallen far. Less than one for every hundred remains alive and not corrupted. The lineage of the First Goblin nearly vanished. Yet…

His gaze strayed back to the window, through which he could see the great Rhyming Tree in the distance, casting radiance and verdant energies over the land. Perhaps in this place, we can take root and prosper, what has fallen rising again. And if it does… then we need to break the cycle, for what rises again must not fall, not this time. And for that…

Not realising that the shimmer of the crystal was mostly tears in his eyes, the Goblin vowed to himself he would never let that happen. We have cowered and hidden too much and for too long. The dangerous maid said it true. All who wish for a world have a duty to preserve that world. So how can we do it?

His fingers twitched, and he remembered the roar of the strange weapons, and his heart was uplifted. This money. If we have that, it shows we have contributed, and will be valued… I believe it is time for me to stop doing odd jobs and manual labour. If I am to change the lot of our kind, I must be bolder, more… experimental…


Side One Hundred And Forty-Nine - Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“…I know you’re all starting to get restless, since winter break is coming up, your last winter break.” the teacher began, her smile kind. “I’m not old enough to have forgotten that feeling, you know.” Slight laughter echoed in the classroom at that. “But don’t forget, there’s still your final exams coming up after the break, so you need to study, all right? Once those are out of the way, then you can relax and enjoy the final days of your school life.”

One student, one of the least memorable girls in class, put her hand up after shooting me a glance. “But teacher, it doesn’t really matter, does it? It’s not like most of us are going to be leaving Nishimorioka anyway.”

“That’s a bad attitude, Omoi-san.” The teacher smiled nostalgically. “After all, it’s not like nobody leaves our town, is it?” She glanced at the empty seat, and my eyes followed hers. It’s all right. I’ll see you again soon, Eri. I can’t wait. Don’t worry, I’ll be there for you during your rehabilitation, me and my bro will make sure you recover and are happy. The others too… “I know Mori-san is missed, but I see her for some of her remote lessons. And her fiancé is taking good care of her. Now he’s probably Nishimorioka’s most famous citizen, and he left too.”

I saw everyone turn to me, and I could feel my face heating up. Raising one hand I waved off the praise, though it felt good everyone was finally looking up to my bro. “We’re not talking about him right now. Besides… I’m studying.” In fact, I’m already sure I’ll pass the entrance exam, after all, not even counting my perfect English and my Skill that helps with maths, my memory and learning speed are off the charts now.

“Yes, you are.” the teacher agreed, and I was embarrassed by her fond and amused expression. “I can’t say you’ve ever been a top student, Oshiro-san, but you’ve never given me any real trouble.” Her expression changed to one of pride. “And now you’re moving to Tokyo too. Don’t forget about us here in our small town when you make it big.”

I waved that off as well. “How could I? Nishimorioka’s our home. But home is also where my family is, where bro and Eri, Shaeula and the others are.” I couldn’t help but smile. “I’ll miss everyone, but I’m excited for my new life. Besides…” I grinned. “...my new home is going to be amazing. It looks out over the bay… maybe I’ll ask bro to get me a yacht.” I bragged.

“That sounds lovely. I’m so jealous.” our teacher chirped good-naturedly. “Maybe I should see if your brother likes older women.”

There was more laughter, and Rika-chan quipped that she should be careful of making jokes, as my bro was indiscriminate. I puffed out my cheeks at that, annoyed. “He’s not indiscriminate! Everyone’s got their own charms.”

“We know you’ll always defend your brother, Oshiro-san.” our teacher tittered. “Families should look after each other. That’s the Nishimorioka way. Don’t forget it or us.”

“Wow, I won’t!” I promised again. “Hinata-chan says I can come back any time I want, and I don’t even have to take the train. Besides…” There was one issue that was concerning me, and my bro was worried too. I’ll have to sort it out before I go, and we might need to come back a few times… “No, never mind. Just that I’m only going to Tokyo. It may seem far away, but the world’s actually pretty small, you know.”

“Maybe for you.” one boy added wistfully. “But…”

“All right.” Our teacher clapped her hands, stopping the conversation. “We might as well finish up, I’m sure everyone’s eager to go home. Just remember, you never know where life will take you. Before all this, could we ever have imagined that the world would end up like this, with magic and mayhem? But…” She smiled then, and I thought our teacher was a good one, always kind to us. “…hard work will never betray you. Whether you are going to university or not, knowledge will always help you, and you never know whether good exam scores will open a door that remains closed for you otherwise. Do you think Oshiro-san’s brother regrets his efforts? I don’t think so.”

Me neither. One thing bro told me was that any experience, learning or talent might be the key to victory, or learning a new, overpowered Skill. Besides, if I’m going to live with my bro, fight beside him and the others, I can’t let them down… I was lost in thought until our teacher left, and Yae-chan disturbed me.

“So, Ai-chan…” Yae-chan began, twirling a few strands of her bleached blonde hair idly with her fingers, the sparkling of the earrings my bro had bought her drawing my attention. “…I’m a little mad, you know.”

“Why?” I raised an eyebrow, surprised. “I don’t recall doing anything to annoy the pair of you.”

Rika-chan raised her hands, her own earrings sparkling. I guess they are nice earrings. No harm in wearing them. “I didn’t say I was upset, Ai-chan. I’m a bit jealous, but why wouldn’t I be? I’ve seen the pictures of your new home. Although…” she smiled slyly. “...that’s the one for your family and Ri-Ri’s, right? You can’t tell me that you won’t worm your way into Akio-kun’s house instead.”

You might be right, it’d be fun to live with Eri and the other girls, but the way you say it pisses me off a little! But it doesn’t really matter, Hinata-chan says it’s all on the same estate, so this house or that house, who cares? I smiled proudly, boasting again. “Yes, it’s a really great house. So, Yae-chan, what have I done to annoy you?”

“It’s obvious, Aiko-chan.” Tomoko-chan sniggered, joining in. Almost nobody had left the classroom, despite the school day having finished, and while I was planning to go to the Kyūdō range for some practice before the Boundary later, nobody was leaving for their club activities either. As everyone watched, she elaborated. “She’s all bitter than you get to go live with your bro. Yae-chan’s totally still got a thing for him too. Can’t say I blame her.” She paused at my searching look, the dumb yet cheerful volleyball girl flushing. “Don’t get me wrong, Aiko-chan. I’m not after you brother. I wouldn’t dare. But… you have to face facts, girl. It’s not just you and Mori-san who dote on him now.”

“I don’t recall being doting…” I objected, face red.

“That’s right. If anything, it was always Oshiro-san who was devoted to her and Mori-san.” another classmate agreed, which just made my face hotter. It’s true, but it doesn’t make it any less embarrassing to hear. Wow, no, what little sister shouldn’t be the apple of her bro’s eye? That’s just the way of the world, nothing to be ashamed of.

“Look, your brother is the hottest celebrity going right now.” Tomoko-chan continued, and her expression was wicked and smug, not really suiting her innocent face, if you asked me. “I have something you might not have seen…” she reached for her kitbag. She pulled out her jersey, which puzzled everyone. I heard snickering, and realising that her spare underwear for after practise was in full view, she flushed and pushed it back in, before zipping her bag again. “…everyone, forget that. Such plain underwear… no, never mind that. Aiko-chan, you speak English, so you can read this. I had to order it specially. The postage was a little brutal. I don’t get much allowance.” She giggled, still embarrassed.

“Don’t keep us in suspense.” someone urged, and Tomoko-chan milked the moment, before finally unwrapping the jersey, and my eyes went wide. No way, why didn’t I know about this? Oh yeah, I don’t actually have time to spend time trawling the internet, I’m too busy actually helping bro out… It was a magazine, British Vogue, and the front cover…

“Damn, that’s him. And the Princess of Britain, yeah?” One girl asked, and I nodded, complicated feelings inside me.

“Yeah, that’s my bro.” I admitted, his grey eyes staring at us flintily from the cover, while the Princess was wearing a blue gown. “What the hell is he doing on a magazine cover? Rumours about the Heroes of Britain? Ugh…” I rubbed at my temples, as Tomoko-chan opened it up as though it was a precious treasure, flipping pages, until we reached the articles on my bro.

“Hey, there’s photos of Motoko-chan, Natsumi-chan, Hyacinth, Shiro, Shaeula… let me see.” I snatched the magazine, too fast for Tomoko-chan to react. “Inside scoop on the Heroes of Britain, a true Japanese battle harem? Wow, that headline reeks of crap.” I swore, cringing. I mean, it’s true, but it totally belittles Japanese culture! Though Shaeula would laugh, for sure…

I continued to read it. It was a sensationalist piece, mostly rumour, but it did have some very nice photographs, probably taken at the ball my bro and the girls went to before, as well as the press conference. There were a few other Chosen in the articles too, but my bro and the Princess occupied centre stage.

“Wait, what?” Oh come on. This is nonsense, although… was it, really? I mean, my bro was pretty friendly with our Imperial Princess, and he had saved Princess Eleanor’s life, I knew that, the Queen and British Prime Minister even said so… “Secret romance. Princess Eleanor falls for foreign knight in shining armour…” I read the headline. Skimming the rest, I snorted. “Thought so, there’s nothing to it. Though… quick question.” I asked, curious. “If you were in the position of this Princess, how would you feel?”

“It’s a tough one.” Rika-chan replied, giggling. “No need to ask Yae-chan. She’s still carrying a torch for your brother, even though she’s got no chance.”

“Hey, that’s rude Rika-chan!” she protested, before Rika-chan spoke over her.

“Me, I admit, first time he came to Nishimorioka and showed off, I thought he was cool. But I’m not a fool. I know I’m decently cute, and I think I’m a good catch, but I’ll find someone more on my level. Aiming too high only hurts.” Her expression was solemn. “But… if he saved my life, and the lives of those I cared about… it’d have to make an impact.”

“...when Aki pulverised Masaki-kun and Kenji-kun at the baseball, he was awesome.” Yae-chan admitted, looking wistful, hands toying with her earrings. “Then we had the date he won, and it was… it was special, you know? It felt so adult. Like I was a princess.” She sighed. “Look, you don’t have to tell me I need to give up. I think that a lot, but then…”

She gazed at me, and her eyes were earnest, and her expression pained. “…you took us to meet him, and we gained these powers. And it was like the embers that had died down flared up again, you know? He gave me such a precious gift, something money can’t buy, and …” she seemed so down that I felt awful. “…I couldn’t help but hope there was a chance. I don’t… I don’t even care I’m not the only one. I’m so stupid. Before, if a boy cheated on me, I’d be angry and dump him, but…”

“Oh. Shit.” I swore again, from the heart. Yeah. I do feel bad now. I made a horrible mistake there. But… I still don’t regret it. There’s nothing more precious in this world than power. I saw that ever since Eri was torn apart in front of my eyes. A little pain now, for such a reward… yet…

I pulled the surprised Yae-chan into a hug, not caring everyone was watching. Pushing her face into my chest, I stroked her head, like my bro used to do for me, and I tried to ignore the dampness I could feel spreading on my shirt as she sniffled. Sure hope that’s tears and not snot. “You know, it’s just a crush. There’s plenty of good guys out there, Yae-chan, there must be. But… it’s not like I don’t get it. I think you’d get on well with Kana-chan.”

“Oh, her.” Rika-chan remembered Kana-chan from their brief visit to Tokyo. “Yeah, I’d say so. Look, Yae-chan.” she spoke to her depressed friend. “It’s up to you how you feel. But… don’t be doing this now. We look awful when our makeup runs, and… Ai-chan wants happy memories before she leaves town. Besides…” she flexed her arm. “...one thing is true. Akio-kun liked us enough to help us, or at least he did it for Ai-chan. Either way… I’m not staying here forever either. I’m following to Tokyo.” She winked at me. “I don’t want to be just anybody, I want to be a somebody. And the best way to do that is to work for your brother, right Ai-chan? He wouldn’t turn us down. So… Yae-chan. Honestly I think you’ll get over it. You don’t even know him that well, really. But if you honestly don’t or can’t…” she met my gaze and I nodded.

“Look, my bro’s an idiot when it comes to women. He’s not dense like he used to be… no, most of that was probably deliberate. But... the easy way into his heart is gone. Bad luck for you.” I joked to soften the blow. “But if you genuinely can’t give up, I’ll speak to him. I’m not saying he’ll date you or anything like that, but…” I shrugged. “Come over in the spring when school’s finished, and I’ll make sure he gives you a job. Then it’s up to your own charms.”

I mean, Yae-chan is pretty, though I don’t think bro is overly keen on gal fashion, he likes his girls natural like Eri. But… he does bear some responsibility. If he wasn’t such a bully during the baseball, then following Shaeula’s orders to honour the wager… wait, it’s kind of all our faults. Damn… a guilty conscience is a terrible thing. I patted her head gently. “Seriously, you’re a catch, so if you give up on my bro, you’d have a boyfriend in no time. It’s not like you haven’t had a number in the past…”

“Don’t make me sound loose.” Yae-chan snorted, her voice trying to sound brave. “All I did was kiss and show off a little.” She shook free from my grasp, fixing her hair and rubbing at her smeared eyes and cheeks. “Ugh, so embarrassing. I’m a grown woman, I shouldn’t be crying. But…”

“It’s all right, I get it. So, it’s up to you. But before any of that…” I handed the magazine back to Tomoko-chan. “…interesting read. All a load of rubbish, but… yeah, bro’s sure popular nowadays.”

“He is.” One of the two pervert kings spoke up. He quivered a little under my sudden gaze, but he remembered that he had talked to me a decent amount these last few weeks. Only so I could learn more tips and tricks on how to use my abilities creatively. The fact I deign to acknowledge their perverted existence should be reward enough.

“I’m surprised you didn’t know, Aiko-chan…” my lips quirked into a brief scowl at his over-familiarity but I let it slide, since I was leaving town shortly.

“Know what?” I asked, and he brought out his phone. No way I’m touching that screen. I know what he watches on it…

“Look, there’s going to be a special programme at the weekend. It seems like your brother is going to be on it, as well as that actress, Arisugawa Arisu-chan. She is so hot. It’s that cold glare…” He smiled creepily, and I resisted the urge to hit him. Yeah, she is beautiful, but I’ve heard she’s a scary one. But she’s in bro’s camp, so… guess I’ll get to know her.

“What’s that about? Bro’s been out of touch for a few days, some big stuff going down.” I asked, curious, and the boy grinned, and I resisted the urge to throw a fireball at him and set his greasy smile alight.

“It’s a Q and A session about Chosen and also about the upcoming charity concert. Apparently there’ll be some idols on the show as well. Get this, Kanzaki-chan from AKB0048 says her ideal boyfriend would be your brother.”

After hearing his words I skimmed the article, shaking my head. “Yeah, everyone knows idols can’t have a boyfriend, or you otaku go nuts and hate them.” I retorted scornfully. “I think that’s just a safe answer. It’s not like she’ll ever have the chance with my bro. Although…” I still have Tamami-chan’s phone number. Awesome, she lives not too far from our new home, right? Wonder if we can meet up…

“It’s a nationwide broadcast. That’s lucky…” Tomoko-chan giggled. “We should all get together and watch it. It won’t be half as fun without Aiko-chan to tease, but…” As they talked and joked, I looked at Yae-chan, biting my lip. Seriously girl, there’s no point making yourself miserable, but then… I know the pain of wanting something I can’t have, and then the joy of getting it. I slapped the two girls lightly on the shoulder, surprising them, my mind made up.

“All right then. Rika-chan, Yae-chan. Tonight, we give it our all. And I’ll be sure to get you some tailored training plans for when you two are on your own. If you work hard… I’ll make sure my bro gives you a good job. You could be some of the first from our class to start a career!” I winked, lightening the mood, and as Yae-chan smiled hesitantly, I grabbed my bag and bow. “First I want to work out some tension, then I have to help pack. But after that, meet me at my house, okay?”
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“Can you help me with these boxes, Ai dear?” mom asked, passing me a large carboard box. It was quite heavy, but nothing to me. Inside were clothes, makeup and other accessories, and on seeing my expression, mom smiled, making her look younger.

“Don’t be like that. Yes, I am stronger now, but I’m still not in the bloom of youth like you, dear. All these boxes of stuff from Hinata-chan keep adding up, and I don’t want to just waste them. That’d be so rude. Hinata-chan is the perfect daughter-in-law. Rich, polite and eager to impress. Oh, I can hardly wait for grandkids…”

“I think you’ll have to wait for a while for those. With Hinata-chan, anyway. I mean, her and bro haven’t even… ugh, never mind.” My face was scarlet. Can’t believe what I was about to say. “If you want to be a grandmother, Eri’s your best bet. Or… huh, I’ve no real idea about Fae fertility, so perhaps not. Or Shiro might steal a march…” I moved the boxes. There was a truck outside, Hinata-chan having sent it to bring our stuff, so we were only leaving the bare minimum to bring with ourselves.

“My little Eri…” auntie Hana muttered, coming in with a box of her own possessions. She had felt embarrassed on also receiving the proceeds of Hinata-chan’s deal with LVHM, but I thought it was cool the way Hinata-chan was always fair and didn’t play favourites. And for a woman as poor as auntie, it was hilarious seeing her google how much some of the dresses and bags cost…

“… she would have been first, but…” her face was pale. “…but for her injuries. I want to take care of her, until she’s better. That’s a mother’s job.” she insisted, and my mom consoled her.

“Yes, just like Ai will be my daughter still when she gets married, Eri will always be yours, Hana. But… it’s Aki’s job now. And he and she have both said she’s recovering well. As for us… I know Taichi and Junpei want to work with Aki, but us… you don’t think it’d be nice for us and your parents to look after a bevy of grandkids? I’m sure they’ll be adorable.”

Auntie Hana frowned, before sighing. “I know. It’s easier for you, Emi. They are all your grandchildren, but for me…”

“No way, auntie. Whether they are Eri’s, Shaeula’s, Hinata-chan’s or anyone else’s, they’ll still call you grandmother and love you. It’s going to be a wild family tree, but it’s what everyone agreed, one of the rules we ironed out at the first of bro’s wife group meetings.” I explained, and auntie gave me a look.

“And so why were you there, little Ai?”

Wow, don’t misunderstand! “Because I’m everyone’s sister of course, and I have to look out for my bro’s interests too. If they all start fighting and arguing, it’s only going to make his life hell, don't you think?” I curled my lips into a smile. “Some might say he deserves it, but not his darling sister, no!” Besides, his harem is mostly my fault, isn’t it? I lit the sparks…

Mom looked at me fondly. “Oh Ai, you’re such a sweetie. But when you find someone you’re interested in, you might understand a bit of how Hana feels.”

I shrugged, taking the box outside. Once it was in the truck and I returned, I spoke. “Maybe. But look at it like this. I talk to Eri nearly every day. She’s happy. My bro’s happy, even if he’s busy. And you’re happy too, right mom?”

“I admit, it feels good seeing my son so popular. And just like Eri, they all seem to be good girls.”

“Well then, there’s no problem. Besides, we’re moving to Tokyo to live in a mansion by the centre, overlooking the bay! We don’t have to scrimp and save for new clothes or accessories, and everything we want we can have, bro or Hinata-chan will see to that. Our lives have changed, for the better, can you argue with that?”

Auntie shook her head. “No, life is better. My parents will be healthy again, I don’t have to feel ashamed of not providing Eri a good life, but… I think a life where little Eri and your brother settled down together in an ordinary home, started an ordinary family… that would have been happiness enough for us all.”

“Sure, maybe.” I agreed. “But why settle for ordinary happiness? It might not have happened anyway. You know what bro was like. Instead, we’re making sure to spread all the happiness in the world, and we have the power to protect ourselves.”

“Do we need that?” auntie asked. I took her box out to the truck, before coming back for more. I wonder if anyone would notice if I called on some Golden Sisters to carry everything? No, I’d better not… “If we could instead have lived a quiet life…”

“I fear that is not on the cards for us.” dad declared, entering the room, oddly enough with one of my bro’s old manga in hand. “I have been doing research…” his smile was oddly amused. “…calling it research, reading my son’s old comics and books, as well as looking at stories online. The world is definitely strange right now. But… I believe that in these stories, danger comes to everyone, not just those with powers.”

“That’s right.” I agreed. “If it’s the end of the world, whether it’s dungeons opening everywhere, zombie invasion or whatever else, all I know is that usually a good chunk of the world’s population dies out quickly, and those without power are at the mercy of those who have it.” Bro doesn’t like talking about the dark side of things, but I’m not stupid, and I’ve talked to Haru-chan. There are bad people out there. It doesn’t even need to be people with power, some people just are evil…

I found myself smiling as one of the main reasons bro wanted me to learn Ether Healing was so I would gain resistance to toxins and drugs, so that I wouldn’t be at risk of having my drinks drugged and being assaulted at university. He’s such a worrier. But I like that. I’m not going to hang out with shady people, and … he’d avenge me. But I can’t let something dumb like that happen anyway.

“I think we are fortunate. I still feel guilt that Eri is not having the romance she has always dreamed of, thanks to our son…” Dad was calling Eri without honorifics now, which was a big leap for him, as taciturn and stubborn as he was. “…but I have to accept they are both adults, if not strictly in the legal sense, certainly by age. And my son and your daughter have both proved their convictions and the courage to fight for them. We have to support them as best we can.”

“Taichi, I’m impressed!” mom praised, and dad laughed a little sheepishly, another rare expression of humour from him.

“It is not just my son who has to learn, we all do.” He waved the manga. “It seems we were fortunate. Most of these stories start with the danger coming first. At least we can be prepared.”

“Yeah, but we don’t have long…” I warned. “A year or two, three or four at most, before something really bad happens, my bro says. So I want to catch him up before then.” I pumped my fist, hyped. “Even before that, there’ll be troubles, just like Kyoto or London. Bro can’t solve them all alone. But when I’m with him… I can train too. It’s really annoying when I can’t see the numbers.” I pouted. “Bro really needs to do an eye transplant for me, ninja style…”

“Greed is poison. Take things steadily, as you have been.” Dad gave me advice, so I listened carefully. “I am prepared to accept you risking yourself, the more I read, the more fearful I grow, and I think being prepared is vital. But if you are hurt, it is those around you who feel pain, Aiko. Remember your hand?”

I reflexively touched my palm, where the burn was healed, and I nodded. “I know. Thanks dad. Yeah, I have to push myself, but also remember that we are a team. I can’t be selfish and take stupid risks. Though I hope you tell bro the same thing!”

At that, dad looked uncomfortable. “I wish I could, but… leaders have a different role. Without your brother and others like him blazing the trail, we might not be prepared enough.” His expression hardened. “Of course, I shall advise him to be careful. Recklessness is not the same as taking measured risks.”

I was going to speak, when uncle entered, followed by Rika-chan and Yae-chan, who were both nervous. “I found these two outside, listening. It was quite the conversation.” Uncle said with a laugh.

“Sorry. It seemed awkward to come in.” Yae-chan muttered, and I was pleased to see she looked better, though her eyes were still shadowed and her face was a little pale. “I…”

“It’s all right.” I promised, taking their hands. “We’ll talk in the Boundary.” I looked at my parents. “Girl talk, you know. Later, uncle, auntie. Don’t disturb us, this might be the last trip for a while for them, so we’ll take our time.” I pulled the two girls into my room, where we still had some futons left behind from the packing. Mom promised to leave us some drinks and snacks for when we woke up, and I thanked her, before shutting the door.

“So…” I began awkwardly. “Yae-chan, are you…”

“Sorry Ai-chan.” she replied softly, downcast. “I know it’s pathetic. I thought your brother was cool, he’s handsome, rich, he made me feel special, he treated me like a real woman. But I know it’s just because he’s kind, not because he likes me for me. I have no reason to get hung up on him, but…”

“But we can’t help who we like, or why.” Rika-chan finished for her. “I get it, I could have felt the same. Everything he does seems to attract attention, seem so exciting. I guess I’m more mature though.” she teased. “Feelings aren’t rational. That’s why they are feelings.”

“True. Hinata-chan told me she fell in love at first sight. That’s no worse than your story, Yae-chan. Honestly though… we’re still young. Me, I’ve never been in love!” I puffed out my chest proudly.

“I’m not sure that’s something to brag about.” Yae-chan had to laugh. “Though I suppose it did break the hearts of all the boys in town. You’re a popular one, Ai-chan.”

“Besides, you love your brother and little Ri-Ri, don't you?” Rika-chan teased, getting into a futon.

“I don’t like it when you say it that way, but I do, Shaeula too. And the others, they’ve all grown on me. Now I’d hate any one of them to be gone. Life’s going to be so awesome…” I crowed, before my face fell. “Sorry Yae-chan, that was insensitive of me.”

“No it wasn’t.” she sighed, getting in her own futon. “I get it. Your life is about to be perfect.” She paused, amending her words. “Apart from the danger. But with Aki there, I know you’ll be fine. Ugh…” she sighed, frustrated. “See, even when I’m not thinking about it, I imagine it being me he takes care of, smiles at and praises. I’m such a child.”

“Nope.” I chuckled. “Just another poor victim of big bro Casanova. I know I used to bully him a bit for being a virgin loser, but I think he could have found some middle ground. But … I meant it. I’ll speak to my bro if you want me to?”

Yae-chan shook her head. “Not about that. But I was serious too. I definitely want to move to Tokyo and help out. I even want to see Ri-Ri again. Shaeula too. So make sure he pays me enough to live, I hear it’s expensive!”

I smiled at her attempts at being brave. I am going to speak to my bro. I get it, all this started, much like Kana-chan, before he was dating anyone, and well before he became the boss of his own harem, but wow, he can’t keep making girls fall for him. As for Yae-chan… it’s too pitiful. At least if she moves to Tokyo, she can give it a genuine try to win him over, and when that… oops, if that… can’t discount her, that’s not fair… crashes and burns, she can move on. And if not, lucky her. But I don’t think she’s bro’s type, although… “Hey, quick question. Yae-chan, how serious are you? Because if you are prepared to make a few changes…”
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“So when I’m gone… I’m a bit worried.” I explained, and the Great Brown Dog Kami looked up at me, his face unconcerned. Though it’s a bit odd how I can tell what a dog’s feelings are. I have to say, after visiting the shrine nearly every night, I’m not so scared of dogs anymore at least. “I know my bro values the shrine a lot. And we don’t want poor Marika-chan to be sad either. So you have to stay safe. I’d have set up a Territory here, but… I was always going to follow my bro one day.”

“Of course. Brocon queen Ai-chan would never do anything else.” Yae-chan teased me, looking more cheerful now that her course was set. She’s got time to prepare, so… good luck, I guess? But… it’s still fifty-fifty how it’ll all work out. Her tone became darker. “It’s not like we can help much though. To think Aki gave us this power, he favoured us, whatever the reason, and we’re useless.”

Wow, okay, so her joy quickly faded. Damn, girls are complicated. I almost feel sympathy for my bro having to deal with us all… I was going to speak reassuringly, but luckily, after giving me a meaningful look, Rika-chan did it for me.

“Don’t be like that, Yae-chan. The thing that everyone likes most about us gals is that we are flashy, fun and cheerful. If you’re a moping, gloomy girl, then nobody is going to be interested in you, except maybe the two perverts in our class.”

Yae-chan looked sick at that. “Yuck, no way. I’d rather date you or Ai-chan! You’re right.” she sighed. “But then…” she pointed at me triumphantly. “...weren’t you moaning and sighing over being left behind by Eri for weeks before this? You don’t get to criticise.”

“Ugh. Wow, you got me there.” I admitted. “It’s a bit different though, I’m his precious sister and her best friend. You two… I wouldn’t say you are hangers-on, but… no, I guess getting yourselves involved shows you’re smart. But everyone starts out this way. It’s frustrating, but we have to do the basics.”

“Aether Manipulation, and strengthening our Silver Cords and Chakra networks, right?” Yae-san nodded. “They are the basis of everything, you’ve told us often enough that I hear it in my sleep.”

“It’s true. Bro and Shaeula both say that Statistic gains are mostly dictated by the Rank of those, and since you don’t have any elements… uh, don’t worry about that. You’ll pick up one or two when you go to Tokyo for longer than a weekend. Don’t even think of trying for the fire element on your own.” I warned. “Sure, if you got burned we could fly you out for Ether Healing, but the Boundary isn’t safe.”

“You have done well, grr, clearing out most of the dangerous natives.” Chairo declared, and several of his adherents barked their agreement. “Our shrine should be safe, barring great mischance.”

“Yeah, I know. But… oh, I can’t do anything about it anyway. What I will ask is that you keep Rika-chan and Yae-chan safe while I’m gone.” I told them both again only to use the shrine for their trips since I wasn’t there to protect them, and they laughed and told me I was like a nagging uncle, telling them repeatedly.

“All right then. We should go. One last sweep of the area.” The statues that looked like Eri and the others, just much larger and in shimmering gold, appeared, holding their weapons.

“You know, it’d be cool to have one of me…” Yae-chan began, before flushing, embarrassed. “Not because of that! I mean, come on, even Ri-Ri looks awesome here!”

“Yeah I’ll choose to believe you.” I quipped. “Come on. You pair can’t Level up, but I can still, not that the pickings are rich here. But you can practise as we go.” We proceeded to head around the mountains. Most of the creatures here were large insects, nothing too dangerous, and I found another of the shiny coloured crystals bro called Etherites. Just a red one, but now I have four. I’ll give them to him as a gift…

We ended up close to the area where the natural flame element was, and seeing the pleading gaze Yae-chan was giving me, I sighed, and we went over. “All right. You can give it a try this once. I doubt it’ll amount to much, but… consider it a favour from me.”

“So generous.” Rika-chan sniffed. She wasn’t as eager as Yae-chan, but she too wanted to be special, and knew that maybe more than academics, having abilities and Skills was the ticket to a prosperous future. Though their grades have gone from below average to pretty decent.

As they practised drawing in the fire element, I once more wished I had bro’s Eye, or Shaeula’s. My plans have changed a little as I took this Divine Favour, so I can take a combat role too, but I still want my day job to be a Chirurgeon and Ether Healer, an instructor and trainer. I think it’d be very satisfying, helping everyone around me grow stronger…

Keeping a couple of the Golden Sisters around me, I sent the others out hunting. I had cleared nests of giant ants from here a number of times, and they kept coming back. I wasn’t sure why, but it was all experience points. For a while I enjoyed the leisurely time, looking up at the aurora streaked sky or occasionally offering my two frustrated friends advice, when suddenly one of my Golden Sisters collapsed, destroyed.

Wow, what? I immediately became alert. I couldn’t send them too far from me, otherwise they would only defend themselves, but even so, the destruction was too sudden. It came from that direction… pulling the remaining sisters back, I hurried over to the fashionable duo. “Enough training. There’s trouble…”

“Really?” Yae-chan asked, eyes wide. “So what do we do?” As my Sisters crested the hill, returning to me, the rearmost one was attacked. It countered, swinging a heavy sword, but it was soon defeated. No way, a second? But I felt it hit something…

“I suggest we head back towards the shrine. With the steps it’s easier to defend…” I began, only for a boulder to fly out and strike one of my golden statues, sending it staggering. Rika-chan let out a cry, and I felt panic rise.

“Come on, go, go!” I urged. One statue, the Eri lookalike, was sent to guard them, while I readied flame and sunlight. Another rock was thrown, the size of a television, and I unleashed the flame, trying to block it, yet all that did was scatter sparks. The boulder was struck by my other two warriors, and as it was knocked aside, I heard a loud, rumbling laugh.

“Gwa har ha. Not bad, not bad.” the rough voice praised, and I saw that a massive, nearly three-metre tall figure was coming, dragging along a huge club that was effectively a small sapling, leaving a furrow in the ground. With gleaming purple eyes and long horns curving from a surprisingly attractive face, in a feral, angry sort of way, it, no, she glowered at me, and for a moment my breath was taken away. Wow, so huge… uh, not that it’s the time for that…

“These little tin humans take a few strikes of my club…” She slammed it down, and I realised her crude leather clothes had been sliced, and on her cleavage there was an open wound, dark blood dripping, silver mist rising. “…not bad. One even cut me… but scars are a sign of a good fight.” The woman gnashed her tusk-like teeth, laughing again.

“Oni…” I breathed, worried, as this was clearly the strongest foe I had ever encountered.

“Yes, I am a wandering Oni, forced from my home, mwah gu ha!” The odd laughter set my teeth on edge. “Now I am hungry, and I can’t eat metal.” She swung her club, the whistling sound it made as it lashed through the air making me feel sick. “But what do I find here but three tender girls…” As Yae-chan and Rika-chan hugged each other, afraid, I yelled at them to run, and the Golden Sister dropped its axe and grabbed them both, before taking off at a run.

“Going somewhere?” the Oni laughed again. “I don’t think so…” As it moved, I unleashed the remaining Sisters, as well as beams of sunlight. The Oni dodged, and as its club battered against one of my warriors, the tree exploded, the shards igniting. The Oni looked down, puzzled, before tossing the debris aside, and punching, the Sister’s head turned at a ninety degree angle.

Damn, I wish bro was here, he’d take down the big bitch. Shaeula or Hyacinth would be nice too… I ordered the Sisters to attack, to buy more time for Rika-chan and Yae-chan to escape, and the Oni roared with laughter. I unleashed fire and light, and soon more blood was blooming.

A sword struck the Oni, piercing her leather and tough skin, but she then ripped the arm clean off, and as the blade burst into aether, she headbutted the Sister, knocking it over. Blood was on her forehead, and she laughed happily, batting aside another beam of light, even as it burned a hole in her palm. “You’re good, girl. Eating strong and young warriors is always a joy!”

“Sorry, but nobody is eating me!” I retorted, sweating, as my mind raced. I might get lucky. I’m hurting her, so a fluke hit would do it, but… she’s too fast. I reached for my bow, pulling an arrow, and I loosed it, bursting it into flame, dazzling the Oni. I used that opportunity to scuttle backwards, supporting my remaining defender, only for the Oni to grab it and use it as a shield, before breaking it. An arrow caught the Oni in the shoulder, and she hissed, pulling it free, skin burned, before snapping the shaft casually.

“A good arrow. But I am not so easily brought down, nya gwa ha! Now, let’s get down to it. Those other rabbits are escaping.” As the Oni surged towards me I reached for another arrow, only to fumble it. Sweating, I bent down swiftly, grabbing for it, only for the Oni to stop, puzzled and wary. I looked up, surprised and relieved, my legs trembling, and a suspicion in mind that if this was the Material I’d have damp underwear, only to look down again, to see the black stone pendant my bro gave me dangling free from the front of my jerkin.

“You… what connection do you have to those bastards?” the Oni asked, suddenly wary. “You’re no Yōkai, girl. I may be big, but my brains are as big as my tits, mwa ya ha!”

Is this the time for jokes? Shakily pushing myself upright, I groaned, the weight of her League a nuisance. “I have lots of connections, I’m an important girl.” I insisted. “My bro’s woman, she’s one of the Night Parade, you know. Hyakki Yagyō, heard of them?”

“Your brother? Is he a Yōkai?” the Oni seemed puzzled.

Okay, we have dialogue. That’s better than me getting battered by those fists. And it buys time at least… Ignoring the silvery sweat that drenched my back, I shrugged. “No, my bro’s… uh, sort of half-human, half-Fae? I think. It’s complicated. But he’s in huge with the Seelie Court, heard of them? And his girlfriend is a Kamaitachi, and her mother is apparently one of the Parade big shots. Uh… Urakaze? Yeah, that was it.”

The Oni was more confused now. “That seems… strange. And those on the sacred mountain?”

Sacred mountain? No idea, but… bluffing seems a good plan. “Like I said, my bro is in tight with everyone. You’ve heard of alliance by marriage, I bet? He’s got girls from all the major factions, so messing with him is messing with all of them. And I’m his beloved sister of course, so that’d be even worse.”

The Oni glowered at her, thinking about it. “Maybe nobody would know, if I ate you here, huh hah har.”

“Too bad. The two who fled will be reporting back even now.” I threatened, and the Oni sighed, sitting down, and I sagged, relieved at the change in her mood, as her aura of belligerence dissipated. Thanks bro. I know you told me this could ward off misfortune, and you were right!

“A shame. It’s been a while since I have seen mortals in this land. Times have changed. So…” She stretched lazily, and I had to agree her tits were ginormous. Even for her giant size, they are like something out of anime. The bad sort that bro won’t admit to having on his hard drive… “What are you going to do? I broke your little toys.”

Smiling, I poured out my energy, and two of them returned, standing beside me. “No bother.” I bluffed. “It’s a bit annoying, but I can see this is all a misunderstanding. So, uh… what brings you to Nishimorioka? There’s nothing out here of any note…”

“A few innocent disputes. Gwa har ha.” The Oni laughed, then sighed, a great cavernous belch of wind I could smell, my nose itching. “Most Oni are weak nowadays. Not like the true legends, such as the Red and Blue, or Ōtakemaru.” She paused for a moment, and by the sudden change of expression I could tell she had realised something. “Hey, if your brother has a wife from the Hyakki Yagyō, he must know those Oni, yes?” Her eyes lit up. “I have always admired the great Red. Maybe…”

Oh man, this is classic… I’m always getting involved in love troubles due to bro, but this is definitely a first… The Oni was blushing like a schoolgirl having her first crush. “…do you think I can get an introduction? I have been training for centuries to be good enough to join the Parade…”

“Uh, in theory that’s totally doable…” I agreed, clutching the pendant tightly. “…but even if our little misunderstanding here is set aside… I can’t just do it for free. I don’t know you and I don’t want to cause my bro any embarrassment.”

“A good sister, I see.” the Oni nodded. “I… perhaps I can do you a favour? Maybe you have enemies who need crushing? I am always looking for a good fight.”

A favour, huh? I don’t know, but… “Okay then, how about this? I’m actually planning on meeting my bro shortly. It might take a while before he can come see you personally, but in the meantime…”

Is this what it feels like to be my bro, turning disaster into opportunity, Fortune scoring a lucky hit? If so… though I was outwardly smiling, I shuddered, my whole body drenched with perspiration. …I can’t call him weak-willed anymore. This sort of thing is scary as hell…


Side One Hundred And Fifty - Arisugawa Arisu


“It’s been a long time.”

Arisu snorted at the words of the middle-aged man in front of her. He was hiding his slightly balding head with a director-style cap, and he was running to fat a little. Even so, his voice was as bold and forward as ever. Resisting the urge to curl her lip into a sneer, she continued to listen, her dark eyes fixed on him giving off an ominous presence, which the man seemed to feel, as he paused for a moment, smile slipping, before he plastered it back on, and spoke again.

“I’d ask if you were keeping well, Arisu-chan, but… you must be very happy right now. Vindication is the sweetest thing, isn't it?”

Vindication? You think that is all I desire? Fool man. You haven’t changed much inside, even if you are getting old now. “Get to the point, Miyauchi-san. I am a very busy woman, though you might not think so.”

“So cold.” The man laughed, amused. “You should call me Masaki like you used to, Arisu-chan. After all, didn’t FujiTV stand alone in supporting you when the scandal hit?”

A muscle twitched in her cheek, the only sign that Arisu was in an extremely bad mood, her practised and once-legendary acting ability keeping her expression composed. Resisting the urge to strangle the man in front of her, or to open her Room and slice him in half, she instead contented herself by reaching out and grabbing the hot coffee in front of her, taking a sip. He does remember how I like it, even after several years. Much as I despise the man, Miyauchi is no fool. Yet I can not allow this to pass unquestioned. I am done appeasing fools.

“Supporting me?” she tilted her head, placing one hand on her cheek, elegant fingers spread out, her nails, varnished in black, neatly trimmed, giving her a melancholy, grim look. Just like one of my past roles… “I think we must remember things differently, Miyauchi-san.” Emphasising his name in such a way showed her displeasure and the distance between them now. “Yes, I will concede that your coverage at FujiTV stopped short of calling me guilty, like all the other channels, but you hardly called me innocent either. The tone of your coverage was rather… salacious.”

He waved one hand desperately, and sweat was running down his brow from under his cap as he quivered under her gaze, somehow feeling it was more intense and dangerous than even her acting roles as a villainess in a live-action adaptation of a famous book. “You were a rising star, the rising star, Arisu-chan. You were even set to break into Hollywood, with your stunning, cold looks, excellent intelligence and flawless English it was just a matter of time. Whole generations of men, young and old alike, had you as their dream woman…”

“I am not here to rehash the past. I know all this. Enough old Directors managed to entice others for favours to get a role or some support, but I will never sell myself, nor compromise on my ideals. I am a woman who keeps her word, who believes… believed…” she corrected, even her flawless acting not able to keep a trace of bitterness and malice out of her tone. “…in loyalty.”

That is one reason White and Red appealed to me. They knew distrust, and prepared ways to enforce honesty and loyalty. The Contracts via Binding Chains. It is the reason I joined up with Red. Only to discover White lurking there as well, someone who shared the same distrust and bitterness as I did. Though she was betrayed by the world itself, her weak body, not by others… except for her parents. No, we are indeed very much alike. Or we were…

“Look, the facts were damning. As damning as those hitting Ryusei-kun right now. Oh, and also Mei-chan.” He narrowed his eyes searchingly as Arisu took another sip of her coffee. “We also reported on their scandal fairly. We don’t play favourites here at FujiTV.” he intoned piously. “But… once more the others are like wolves around bleeding, desperate prey. You were a star, Arisu-chan, and the brighter you shine, the more people love it when you fall. In the case of Ryusei-kun, it’s even more pleasing to the average person.”

He snorted, taking a sip of his own coffee, and Arisu could smell the alcohol in it with her keen senses. “Now you can star in the other thing that the desperate, average masses want to give their lives some meaning. They love a bright star going dark, but a dark star bursting into flame, brighter than ever, a story of triumph over impossible odds… the first, the fall, satisfies the dark urges within people, the second, a rebirth, that gives the people hope, an escape from the bleakness of their daily drudgery.” he finished, satisfied.

“So, it is all the fault of the people, not those who control the narrative?” Arisu asked, and her tone, though mild, sent chills through Miyauchi.

“No, not at all. All I’m saying is, we at FujiTV are more reasonable, we didn’t condemn you, Arisu-chan. We presented the facts fairly, just as we have with those who wronged you. Though…” he lowered his tone conspiratorially. “…it seems rather fishy, how perfectly everything lined up. There are some, not me, of course, who are claiming it is all a set-up. After all, your return now…” he smiled meaningfully.

“I assure you, their deeds are accurately reported.” Arisu insisted, her tone icy, and her urge to smite the fool rising.

“Yes, well…” he shrugged. “...I wouldn’t dream of calling you a liar, Arisu-chan, and of course I’ve had some of my best reporters investigating… it’s true, their sins are as you said, but… the timing, the effort required to gather the evidence, it’s shocking. You’d need collusion with banks, the government, Internet and Phone companies, even foreign ones that ignore all Japanese requests as a matter of course. Who has the power for that? Even the vaunted Japanese nobility…” he sneered, not liking them. “…that most of the population thinks are merely wealthy businessmen from a bygone era, for them all to move together…”

How irritating. I only accepted this invitation because I was told I would have something to gain. “Just what are you getting at, old man?”

“Old? You wound me Arisu-chan. I’m just saying… it’s because you are one of the Chosen, as they call them, isn't it? Even with that, there must be more to the story though. There may not be a lot of Chosen, but keeping hidden isn’t as easy as people think.” He tapped his nose knowingly. “So, either you are unreasonably powerful…” his eyes narrowed as he made his points. “…have a vitally important ability, are well-connected…” he paused, enjoying the moment of dramatic tension. “…or all three.”

“So what if I am?” she replied, calm on the surface, but boiling with annoyance within. “That does not make my innocence any less true, nor those who betrayed me any less guilty. If you are looking for a story, I am no longer an actress, I have no need to concern myself with doing publicity.”

“You know that the charity concert you are hosting as your comeback, a major event for the victims of Kyoto, as well as the Diet’s plan to publicise the Chosen and calm civil unrest and disobedience, is being shown live on TBS. They won the bid. It’s being held at the Tokyo Dome and should be amazing. Everyone will be watching, and they have even agreed deals with a number of foreign broadcasters.”

Where are you going with this, Miyauchi? I may be the host, which is an important role, but the planning is mostly done by the higher-ups and Oshiro-san. There is no way I can influence which station receives the prize. “Yes, that is quite true. A number of vastly successful acts will be performing, and there is even the potential of some foreign groups.”

“I am still surprised.” he continued meaningfully. “You’ve kept a very low profile recently, Arisu-chan. To come back now… I wonder…” He paused, finishing his coffee. Arisu’s was growing cold in her hands, half-drunk and forgotten. “…have you found someone new?”

What? Her eyes narrowed, angry. “Me? You would ask me that? After I was betrayed so cruelly by the man I thought I was going to spend my life with? You dare…” Aether and spatial element rose around her, the feeling strange to Miyauchi, but one he instinctively recognised as threatening, his body telling him danger was approaching. Quickly he brought out a manilla envelope and tossed it onto the desk, and as the end wasn’t sealed, the contents spilled out.

“These are…” Arisu froze, her dark eyes hard.

“People think what they do is secret. Poor Ryusei-kun, Mei-chan and the others are finding that out. No matter how well you cover your tracks, in this modern world, everyone is merely a misstep away from discovery.” Miyauchi leaned back in his chair, relieved that the killing intent that his body was picking up unconsciously disappeared. “I think we should have another coffee and discuss this. Perhaps a Mont Blanc too? I remember you enjoyed them back in the day, there was an article that said it was your favourite dessert?”

“It was. It is.” Arisu grated, staring at the photographs that were face up on the table. How did he get these? No, that hardly matters. What does is… “What is your point, Miyauchi?”

“Again, can’t we be less formal, more friendly?” he chuckled, but said no more until the waiter brought over more coffee and a large glass dish filled with Mont Blanc, which was set in front of Arisu, paired with a silver fork. “Like I said, everyone has a camera on their phone, and everything is online. Nothing is secret anymore. I’m surprised it took four months for word to get out about you Chosen around the world. I’d have said four days would be more likely, but it seems there’s been a great effort to cover things up.” He tutted. “As a director of FujiTV, and head of the news division now, there’s no way I can approve of that, Arisu-chan. I would have thought you hated secrecy, after… well, Ryusei-kun.”

“What is your point, Masaki-san?” This wretch! If he thinks he can blackmail me…

Her ire must have exceeded her acting skills, as he gave a slightly scared chuckle. “Such terrifying eyes. There’s no need to be so angry, Arisu-chan. I have no ill intentions. I wouldn’t dare. You stood firm before, and as you said, you weren’t one to fall prey to the casting couch, like so many. It’s that purity of both spirit and will that made you the dream woman for many. But it looks like you might have been caught at last, no?”

Arisu studied the photographs, which were of her together with Oshiro-san, as well as some shots with White. These must have been taken when we were discussing matters outside of the Boundary. These are no mere quick pictures captured from a mobile phone, these are professional peeping shots by paparazzi. Before she could speak, he continued.

“Oshiro Moonstone Akio. The man of the moment, the Hero of Britain, they are calling him. Her too. There’s almost no information about her other than her status as a university student and… some medical records. Shiratori Himeko. Another of the saviours of Britain, is Himeko-chan. You keep good company. But he’s a lustful man, it seems.”

“You are playing a dangerous game.” Arisu warned ominously. White is my friend. And I have few of those. As for Oshiro-san… he seems an honest man, apart from his weakness to women. I no longer entirely trust my own judgements, but… I believe I can rely on him, until he shows me otherwise… “Setting aside me, Oshiro-san has significant backing both at home, and now in Britain. Do you want to make enemies of him? And me?”

“Yes, it’s not too hard to find out just who this modern-day Tokugawa Ieyasu, with all his wives and concubines, is marrying. At least the important ones. Fukumoto Hinata, who seems to have been adopted into the ailing Takatsukasa family, one of the heirs to Nichibotsu. Greatly wealthy. And Tsumura Motoko, only daughter of a very powerful house, one that has long commanded the military of our country behind the scenes. It seems coincidental that money and authority are needed to reveal the sins of those who betrayed you…”

“I do not see your point.” Arisu declared coldly. “Are you threatening me?” I can scoff at such rumours. I have no plans to return to acting, so my career cannot be damaged further. But White… I do not want her entangled in my worries. And I have no wish to cause Oshiro-san trouble. The future prosperity of White, Suzanne-san and myself relies on his successes. Now that we are exposed, and the alliance broken along with the Contracts, our original plan of consolidating all of Tokyo under our control is but a wish. Only Oshiro-san has the capability of that now, much as he has taken control of Kyoto through Suzuki-san.

“I would doubt you are so bold.” The Mont Blanc glass split in front of her, toppling into two halves, scattering sweet dessert all over the table. Miyauchi swallowed, but still saved the photographs from the spill.

“Threaten you? Heavens forbid I be so stupid. Aren’t these good shots? You make a lovely couple… or throuple? Uh… maybe a harem? You are all powerful Chosen, and you are both beauties, while he is a handsome man. I think the public would be captivated. Look…” he smiled ingratiatingly. “...It will come out eventually…”

“There is nothing to come out.” Arisu insisted coldly. “He is dating White… the one you called Himeko-chan. And while I do not exactly approve… as long as he does not mistreat her, I will hold my peace. As for me, I am merely a co-worker, an ally. If you try and make more of it than it is…”

“Oh, just as before, we will only publish what we know.” he promised reassuringly. “And we’ll let the public decide. As is only proper.”

That is a threat. But he knows only too well… scandal is easy to manufacture with a little careful placement of half-truths. “You are making a mistake.” she warned. “What do you want?”

“A mistake? Heavens no. But…” he seemed genuinely interested. “...is there really nothing between you?”

“No. we are… at best, friends.” she answered coldly.

“Oh. A shame. But if you do ever get together with him, let me know. I’ll make sure we report it in the best possible light.” he promised, and she curled her lip, again finding it difficult not to bisect him like she did the dessert glass.

“Anyway, back on topic…” he continued. “I was thinking. The charity concert would go much better with a bit of… context.” He mopped his sweat and carried on with his idea. “There’s still a lot the world doesn’t know, and while a few brave Chosen have gone on record worldwide… if you and the Hero of London were to do so… on FujiTV, for example… well, I think you understand?”

Oh I do. He’s bitter the pie is going to someone else, and wants to carve off a big piece first. “I do not control Oshiro-san’s actions. We are not together, despite what you think.”

“But he will listen to you, won't he, Arisu-chan? There are few men who wouldn’t. And it isn’t a bad deal. All publicity is good, and public opinion on him and Chosen in general is very fluid right now… a few of the right questions and it could work wonders. As for you… you might not be interested in showbiz right now, but you do want revenge. TBS was not shy in beating you when you were down, and their coverage of Ryusei-kun and the others is rather less front and centre than yours was. Nobody likes to be wrong.”

True. I do despise them. But… I hate being blackmailed. I can easily refuse and apologise to the others involved, but… he is right about one matter. “I can ask, but…”

“Excellent, excell...ent?” He paused as his coffee cup split, spilling hot liquid on his leg. As he yelped and rushed for a napkin, he found Arisu’s cold gaze on him, and he swallowed, the burning pain forgotten as he was pinned like she was a snake.

“…if you cross me, I am not Arisugawa Arisu, foolish actress and naïve idiot in love. I am Arisugawa Arisu, Chosen who can find you wherever you go. And if I can crush my enemies with the connections you hint at, I can certainly stomp you to dust, and FujiTV too. So I do have conditions…”

The man nodded. “Of course, Arisu-chan, anything for you! Anything!”
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“Rough day, Arisu-chan?” Suzanne-san spoke up from where she was reading some manga, lollipop in her mouth as usual, giggling vapidly to herself. Poor girl. She is quite touched in the head. But she is loyal, and I respect that. Now she has thrown in her lot with Oshiro-san…

“Why are you at my home, Suzanne-san? Are you short on money again?”

“No problem!” She raised one hand, making a cutesy peace sign, just like an idol would at a concert. “The Boss gives me all I need. She gets it from Akio-kun. He doesn’t want his best idol to starve or have to start doing the dark side of the business. I’m not selling my used underwear!”

Yes, she is quite the idiot. But being an idiot does not mean she is entirely foolish. In battle she has great skills, when she can be persuaded to use them… “No, I understand. The idol industry is… somewhat adjacent… to acting. If you were to be such a fool as to fall for any casting couch scams, why, I would have to cut you off, Suzanne-san.”

She shuddered theatrically, her blonde drill-tails bouncing with her. She stroked her neck nervously. “When you say that, Arisu-chan, it doesn’t sound like a joke, I imagine guillotines. But yes, I am a pure idol, no affairs with the producer for better gigs or shady deals will I undertake!” she insisted proudly. “I am going to be number one! So, I hear you went to see an old acquaintance in the TV business. Is it about the concert? Am I being moved up the billing?”

She is rather talkative, but half of what she says is nonsense. I almost prefer Bunta-san, his nervousness keeps him silent at least. No, that is hardly fair. Suzanne-san is... if not a good girl, one I can respect, and have developed some fondness for. She too has been betrayed by those she trusted, or so she implies. “Move you up? You have, what… three songs?”

“Up to five now!” she countered proudly. “And I have to sell myself… uh, poor choice of words. You know what I mean!” she continued. “I suppose I shouldn’t be too greedy, but… how about dancing a song with Red and White? Tamami-chan and I message each other a bit since we met in Kyoto, but whenever I ask about that I never get a response…”

Because she does not want to hurt your feelings with a no, girl. If you were truly Japanese you would learn never to ask questions that can only lead to flat refusal. Especially in this industry. It simply is not done. “I am not the one to ask. Oshiro-san is the one who has the most sway.” she evaded.

“Oh yeah, makes sense!” She finished her lollipop, unwrapped another and sucked on it cheerfully. “Anyway, subject change. Bunta-kun seems to be doing all right for himself. I hear he went out and busted a Chosen who was plotting to attack a school. I hear he’s getting a commendation and a pay rise.”

“Yes, he is far happier under the protection of the strong. Unlike Daizen, who wished to be strong himself and take revenge.” That is why we appreciated Daizen, but I was also wary of him. I knew just how deep his hatred and desire for retribution was, and so when he felt betrayed by us, I knew he could not be left to escape. Foolish man. Arisu’s lips curved into an angry smile, and Suzanne-san shuddered again.

He expanded small slights and misfortunes into huge amounts of hatred. He would have done the same to us. So I have no regrets. Besides… the plan has changed, but White is stronger, and a single Oshiro-san is worth ten Daizen’s, and he does not come alone… “Do you have anything to report to me?”

As Arisu-san took off her long, expensive coat, revealing the burgundy gown she wore underneath, Suzanne-san laughed. “Oh yeah, it’s all happening back at Akio-kun’s place. The boss, Hinata-chan and Shaeula-chan are getting up to some really fun stuff. It’s not for me, I have to remain unblemished, but…” she giggled happily. “...I must say I want one of the outfits… in fact…” She seemed inspired, reaching for a pad beside her, grabbing a pen, still sucking on her lollipop, blue eyes a little distant. “Song number six is just below the surface. I can make it in time… but the costume… I know, I’ll ask Natsumi-chan, her family owns a clothing store, if I remember right?”

Arisu felt a headache coming on. The oblivious girl… “Hori-san is from a prestigious family that has dealt in traditional, high-end Japanese clothing for hundreds of years.” I have several kimono from them myself, I was surprised Oshiro-san was engaged to the daughter of their family. “…I doubt they have any interest in idol costumes.”

“No way, that just makes them crave a challenge, I bet. Let me fire off a text to Natsumi-chan, she won’t let me down, I know!”

Pinching her forehead, Arisu sighed. I suspect she will at least try, considering that she wishes to support Oshiro-san, and Suzanne-san is a powerful asset for him. I hope her demands are not too onerous. “So tell me, just what was White doing?”

“Oh, get this!” Suzanne-san giggled, still scrawling words, a mixture of English and Japanese, on the page, along with musical notes and dance choreography. “The boss is putting together a secret army for Akio-kun. It’s all girls though, and its obvious they are thinking it’s going to be his in more ways than one.” She paused, her smile amused. “Don’t look like that, Arisu-chan, it’ll be awesome. The uniform was sweet too…”

“I simply do not understand her intentions, and that puzzles and worries me.” When I first discovered that under the robes was a hurt, vulnerable woman, I was surprised, but found myself drawn to her. We became… friends. Yes, friends. And I have so few now. We mostly talked of generalities, but on the few occasions she mentioned her only friends other than me, from her university, she became animated, bright, almost cheerful for a while. And two names she spoke of more than any others were Oshiro-san, and the other, the leader of their group, Seta Hayato-san. I think she had feelings for them, perhaps she did not know it herself, but in the end she chose Oshiro-san. A wise choice, for only he could handle her and her great burden. But… I cannot fathom why she would encourage this.

When she said so, she received such a look from Suzanne-san that she had never seen before, one of a mixture of pity and annoyance. I do not care for it.

“For a smart woman, Arisu-chan, you can be kind of dumb sometimes. Uh…” Suzanne-san went pale, realising who she was speaking to. “But I love you all the same, you’re good to me, let me stay here sometimes… but… you don’t get the boss, for all your abilities to read people. She’s just… too broken.”

Arisu raised an eyebrow, sitting down, and allowed Suzanne-san to continue. “That’s what’s cool about the Boss. I realised it when she showed she was just a young woman under her robes. Not just anyone can make a deal with a devil knowing what it will cost herself and others. But the boss doesn’t care. She has nothing to lose over the years, nor anything to gain, so when she was offered a choice, she took what she wanted and didn’t care about consequences. After all, nobody cared about her.” Suzanne-san looked sad at that, and Arisu knew she too had a story, otherwise why would she have run away from America to come to Japan? I have pieced much together from her occasional stray comments. I can see why she is drawn to White so...

“It’s the same now. She loves Akio-kun, which is totally sweet. They make a great couple.” Suzanne-san grinned. “But when she discovered her real feelings, it was too late, you know?” she continued, Arisu listening intently. “Akio-kun’s a devil of a different sort, you know? He’d already sunk his claws into other girls, so the boss either had to give up, or live with it. And she’s given up giving up. Now she grabs what she wants and damns the consequences. More… she goes further. It’s awesome. Since Akio-kun has a harem, she doesn’t fight it, she told herself she’ll delight in it, and so she does. It helps there are girls like Shaeula-chan around with a similar mindset. So… other than a few she’s genuinely scared of, like you, Arisu-chan…”

Me? Why would she be scared of me?

“…she feels pride when her man shows he’s the best there is, the one every woman wants. Every girl added is another that the boss feels good about. She doesn’t do half measures, not anymore, not after only being able to do quarter measures, no, hundredths, her entire life. But… not you.” she repeated. “Because the boss is worried that if you started falling for Akio-kun, you’d be too large in his heart. The other girls, she believes she can beat, that Akio-kun likes her most.”

“Me? Why?” Arisu's puzzlement was genuine. “I have not the deep bond they share, nor…”

“Yes, but… oh, never mind. Guess you don’t get it. Maybe you’ll understand in time.” Suzanne-san intoned patronisingly. “But it’s none of my business anyway. What matters is, it’s a good plan. A loyal army, no, a cult… and it’s not like anyone is being forced into things. But peer pressure is a terrible curse, you know…” She was sorrowful again, her blue eyes showing her pain. “…people in groups go with the flow. So in time, nobody will see any problem with being Akio-kun’s, in either mind or body. Though he might not even notice or do anything about it. He’s got his hands full as it is.” She finished her explanation with another amused giggle.

“I see.” Arisu mused, pondering it. It is no different to the Contract Chains before. I approve of ties of unbreakable loyalty. I will of course not be partaking though. Where I sit now is comfortable and benefits us all.

“Oh yeah, and the rat, that Ixitt-kun, he wanted you to visit at some point.” Suzanne-san remembered. “About the … uh, Klein bottle?”

Oh yes. That. He believes it is the secret to both my power growing, and also several problems he is facing. I suppose I can make time. After all… remembering the promises she had extracted from Miyauchi, she frowned. I have to speak to Oshiro-san. If he does not agree, it matters little. But there may be some benefits if he does…


Four Hundred And Twenty-Three


“Inever thought we would be walking through Kyoto so casually.” Arangbō remarked. “Did you, Haanōbō?”

The white-winged Tengu shook her masked face in response. “No, it was not something I ever saw myself doing.” she agreed, casting a glance around. Beside her, Haru spoke up proudly.

“This is my Territory. And Mount Atago is part of this now. So it’s ours. How can I lord it over Akio-kun’s precious sister?”

Haanōbō sighed, not dignifying that joke with an answer, but her yellow-gold eyes were sparkling as she surveyed the area, and the vast swarm of Fae that were coming and going, moving artificial Buildings here and there. That reminds me, we picked up a few Etherites. The mountain had surprisingly few as most of the ether was absorbed by the Territory rather than building up, but a few isn’t none, and any will help Ixitt out. Speaking of Ixitt… I couldn’t help but be excited. The long-delayed plans were about to hit full force.

“That’s not all the surprises.” I pointed to the Ring Gate that was shimmering with energy. “This Territory also links to mine and also the realms of the Fae, so you can come and go as you want. Though it’d be great if now we have an alliance you can help me out in future expansions.”

“I will consider it.” Haanōbō crossed her arms under her chest, head tilted. Her brother laughed, clapping me on the back yet again.

“We have to defend the mountain and the Sacred Flame, yet… that responsibility is shared now.” he boomed. “So long as our charge remains protected, the Spring East fears no battle. I enjoy working up an appetite, and fighting is thirsty work, is it not, hearty eater?”

Motoko nodded, but flushed. “I have a name. I am more than just my appetite.”

As we approached the Ring Gate to the sound of laughter, their eyes alight with curiosity, Haanōbō finally said what was on her mind, her tone pensive. “Brother… why did Great Tarōbō, our father, concede like that? It was not the agreement…”

“I think it’s pride.” I pointed out. “Tarōbō has a great deal of it. When he was defeated, he wanted to maintain his dignity. The rest was as he stated, I imagine. I know that family, kin, is important to me, and I believe it’s important to him too. So even though I’m not a Tengu… he felt he could trust me, as I showed respect for you. And I think…”

“The corruption of the Flame and the loss of our brothers weighs heavy.” Arangbō shook his head. “Times are changing. Battles, chaos… it is no longer safe to stand alone. Better we choose than have it chosen for us.”

“Better we choose…” The words seemed to resonate with Haanōbō, who nodded. “I see, brother. That makes sense. And father chose.”

“As did we all.” Arangbō agreed. “Now, let us proceed. I wish to satisfy my curiosity…”

As we stepped through the Ring Gate, I could see Kinneka dragging his feet, tail drooping, before I was swallowed up by the light, and emerged on the other side. Haanōbō was looking up at the massive spectacle of Asha’s Tree, and as her eyes went wide, Arangbō chuckled.

“That certainly is quite the sight. It would be good to perch on the heights, and look down on the land. Though it is far from as lofty as Mount Atago.”

“Yes, we have a café up there.” Motoko explained happily. At the unfamiliar word, the Tengu seemed confused, so she explained further. “It is a place where food and drink are served, and one can enjoy the views out over the Boundary here. When we are finished training, we quite enjoy it, do we not, Natsumi?”

As Natsumi joined in, praising it, we were greeted by a large gathering of those in my Territory. The first thing I noticed was a number of them were wearing a strange, military-style outfit, in black, gold and silver. I have to admit though, I like it. It’s cute. On seeing the group, Kinneka let out a yelp, and he was suddenly leapt on by the silver blur that was Ginneka, her tail lashing restlessly.

“Brother, it’s you, nya! I thought I could feel you. Though…” she paused, ears flat against her skull, taking a few cautious sniffs. “…you seem different, nya?”

Before that conversation could go any further, Hyacinth appeared, and vines grabbed Ginneka by the legs and tail, hauling her off with a squeal. “Bad kitty, running oooff. I did nooot give you permission for that.” She then turned her radiant smile on me. “Welcome back, Akio. Mistresses.” She then greeted the others, before eyeing the Tengu, amused. “Whooo is this, Akio? A new mistress?”

“I am not.” Haanōbō declared, irked. Kana then laughed, adding her own teasing to the mix.

“No, she’s something even more precious. She’s Akio’s new sister!”

There was surprise at that, and everyone was shocked, so I waved my hand. “All right. It’s been a long day. The girls are tired, so those of us who want to talk about it can do so up on the terrace, and we’ll explain everything…”
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“So that’s it.” Eri sighed, her cat ears twitching. Kinneka had been eyeing her strangely this entire time, and she was starting to get tired of it, her black tail lashing constantly. “When you were gone when I woke up this morning, I knew something was up. I wasn’t worried though…” she promised. “…you said it might happen. I was just a little sad to wake up without you.” She stared at Haanōbō, a little exasperated. “Do forgive him, he’s genuinely upset when girls are bullied. But if he has called you his sister, that makes you mine too.” She paused, her smile suddenly amused. “Even if nobody else would, I’d welcome you to give Aiko a taste of her own medicine. I think collecting sisters would teach her just how I’ve felt all this time.”

As some of the others, particularly Shiro and Shaeula, laughed at that, Kinneka finally spoke up. “So why have we returned? We didn’t end…” He refused to say die. “…on good terms. And how?”

“I am not as big a fool as you, nya.” Ginneka insisted proudly, puffing out her chest, her tail twitching, as did her fluffy ears. “I admit it was good fortune, that we got snared within the Skill I stole, nya, but…” She peered at Eri, a slight smile on her face. “...when this little girl ended up in trouble, I extended a helping hand, nya. And now she will call me sister.” She purred happily, only for Eri to roll her eyes.

“I’m grateful, and I keep my promises. But as big sisters go, you are a disappointing one.” She turned her attention back to Kinneka. “She did help me out of a grave situation, so Akio naturally repaid her, and she asked for your return. A sister helping her brother… it’s something of course Akio will respect. But…”

“It does not-not wash away your sins. I still rather-rather despise you.” Shaeula grimaced. “Though if you work hard, that can change. I am magnanimous, and I have made accord with far-far worse.”

“You didn’t lie.” Kinneka said to me, stunned. “I can feel it. Seventy-First. In such a brief moment, things have changed. It is like I have been … gone… for decades, not mere weeks.”

“Time moves fast.” Shiro agreed, and with a smile she turned to the other surprising visitor, who was sitting down, unconcerned, drinking some fine Fae wine. “It’s good to see you again, Tsukiko.”

The Diviner, Tsukiko-san, who was trying to ignore the attention, missing her veil a little, her cheeks slightly pink, nodded gracefully. “And it is good to see you, Hungry Ghost. I trust your thirst is quenched adequately now?”

Shiro shot me a sidelong look, lips quirking into a smile. “I don’t know about that. I’m quite the thirsty girl. But if you mean is that which lies within me content… I’d have to say so. Things are moving along nicely. Now more than ever.”

“Tsukiko-san has a decision to make.” I pointed out, and she nodded. “But first I’d like to get Yukiko-san’s input, so when I return to the Material I’ll call her over. But before that, it’s time to consider our plans.” I grinned, checking the build queues and the shining mass of ether that surrounded the Anchor and the Silos. “We got more out of our trip to Kyoto than we bargained for.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Kana whispered to Daiyu, who nodded, her expression inquisitive as she watched me.

“Thanks to our new Tengu allies conceding Mount Atago to us, which was a Territory of some note, we gained a lot. Firstly, Haru gained a number of Silos, quite outclassing my own. But since we are all one big collective due to the Ring Gate Hub, that means that with the help of Ixitt’s crafts, we can use those Silos to store ether, meaning that our need to build them here has diminished, and can wait until after both Territories are Rank Four.” It’s a hundred and seventy million for the full rush build, even with Haru’s new Silos we can’t hold it all, though with a few tweaks we can push it close. But if we can reduce the period of vulnerability enough, it should work…

“Haru, huh?” Shiro noticed. “Seems like you’ve grown closer over the trip. I almost wish I’d have gone.”

“You’re close enough already.” Eri snorted, but she too was watching Haru carefully. Their eyes met, and after a silent exchange, Eri nodded. “It doesn’t matter. As long as everyone came back safely and achieved what Akio wanted, I suppose it’s fine.”

“I grew closer too!” Bell insisted cheerily, eyeing Soliteare, who was wearing one of the new military-style outfits. “Seems like I missed a few things though.”

“I will tell you later.” The other Elf promised. “Though I am tempted not to. I wanted to go to Kyoto…”

“All right, all right.” I chided, the banter distracting us, though seeing Tsukiko-san sitting there, unconcerned, it was as if one weight had been lifted off my shoulders, which I needed recently, as hard decisions had been piling up, and there were more to make. “The first thing to do is to spend the ether we accumulated from Tarōbō’s generous donation. There’s one thing we need urgently, and that’s the Throne Of Heroes at Rank three.” I considered the description.

Throne Of Heroes Rank 3 – This Building empowers the Chosen Heroes of the Territory Ruler, granting them multiple benefits. They can exert greater control over the Territory, allowing access to the Territory build queues and other features, and restrictions can be placed on their actions and abilities should the owner of the Throne wish it. They will gain a somewhat larger boost to all of their Statistics, which is greater within the Territory proper, and have a maximum Level of Thirty. They are also more likely to develop new Skills. They can also manifest a Material body, or an Astral body, if they do not possess the ability to do this. A Rank 3 Throne can support six Chosen Heroes. Cost 2,500,000.


The stat boosts will increase to thirty, doubled in our own Territory. Not that useful when talking about someone like Shaeula, whose stats are ten times that or more, but every little helps. The Level cap increase is also very helpful for those who can’t benefit from Lovers’ Link, although again with the first Throne, that’s not too relevant. What is… With three more slots, the first two choices were obvious.

“At two and a half thousand Astral days to upgrade, there’s no way we can wait. But for just a little shy of seven and a half million, we can take the one in our build queue and finish it. And we have way more than that on hand.” Not just Asha’s Tree, but the bounty we made from Mount Atago. With a smile I spent the ether, and the Throne glowed brilliantly, and soon was further imposing and bigger, covered in shining silver and crystal.

“As for the rest of the ether, around nine million… while I’m tempted to push other projects… with the Silos in play now, we should make haste for Rank Four.” While the sooner we get Ether Spires upgraded the quicker they’ll pay for themselves and start generating profit, having Rank Four defences and the ability to claim more Territory, build Satellite Anchors and so much more… I smiled ruefully. My infrastructure was going to get worse, lagging far behind the Territory Rank, but it was something I was prepared to live with.

“But before that…” Shaeula suggested, amber eyes gleaming happily. “…there are those who should-should be Enthroned, no?” She looked at Asha, who was watching quietly, as graceful and elegant as ever. She stood, walked over to Shaeula and started whispering something in her ear, careful to prevent me hearing, so I only caught a few words. I’m not going to eavesdrop. I could, but… I trust them. If it’s important they’ll tell me in due course.

“… sure… fine. Have to… at some point. Might… be you-you.” Shaeula was saying, and Asha nodded, her smile calm and gentle. Turning to me, she came over.

“My dearest Akio, I am prepared. The others have told me much of the mortal world, that is it not so clean, that nature is rather suppressed, but… it is the world you see, and I would see it too. Besides…” Her smile changed, now a radiant, happy one. “…you promised me you would make all lands bloom, the Fae, this Boundary, and the Mortal world too.”

“And so I will. In fact…” I nodded at Ginneka, who proudly stretched, showing off. Too bad I’m not interested. I already have the only catgirl I’ll need… Somehow Eri seemed to have read my thoughts as she was blushing. “…The plan starts in earnest today. So… are you ready?”

She took a deep breath, and her Tree also shook its branches around us, leaves and blossoms swaying. Blossoms? Those are new, right? “Every day is a day I never thought I would ever enjoy again. I have no regrets. I am ready.” Asha promised me, and as I connected her to the Throne, she shivered, feeling the new, strange sensation.

“I… feel a power rising.” she muttered, and a surge of brown nature energy surged, a thick scent of wood and wild growth in the air. My Eye flared, and I could see that she had gained a new unique Element. It’s been a while. Shaeula got the Befuddling Winds from taking up the Throne, and now Asha has benefitted…

Two Worlds Flowering Wood Rank 1. This Unique Wood Element is full of the power of Nature, as well as the connection between that which is Material and that which is Spiritual, anchored by a presence that exists in both Realms. This Wood creates seeds that can sprout freely, roots reaching between worlds, drawing sustenance from both. As it draws from Principles of both Material and Astral, these flowering plants can have innumerable strange properties, the majority merely trivial, yet in rare cases, the results can be astounding. [Class: Noble] [Type: Principle]


I wonder… I looked at Asha’s Tree, and just as Asha had gained a Skill, so too had the Tree.

Two Worlds Sapling Rank 1. This Rhyming Tree, as the Dryad that is one and the same with it, can pass between two worlds. A seed has sprouted, filled with verdant Wood Element, and life will grow. The roots connect, both Material and Astral, and the Tree will take on the aspect of both in time. [Class: Noble] [Type: Principle]


With a surge of concentration, ignoring my fatigue, I gestured to Kana to return to the Material, as I created my Material body as well. Soon, I was looking at a Tree growing out of the hillside, perhaps half my height, young and frail, yet the density of ether around it was growing, and I could taste wood, water and earth elements, though it quickly dispersed, the world around it so bereft of such things that it was like pouring water onto a desert of dry sand.

“That’s incredible. We have a Fae tree on our property…” Kana’s jaw had dropped open, and seeing me staring she closed her mouth, shooting me a reproachful look. “Hey, I’m allowed to be surprised. But what does this mean?”

“It means even when I move home and the Anchor, your shrine will still be important. I promise not to forget you.” I teased, and she pouted, so I ruffled her hair gently. “Not that you thought you wouldn’t be. After all, Asha’s Tree is there. In both senses, it seems.”

While this was going on, I explained back in the Boundary, and Asha seemed stunned, squeezing shut her yellow eyes, communing with her other self, her Tree. Moments later she opened them again, and her smile was radiant. “It is true. A sapling, yet not in the normal sense. It is a Tree, but not a new Tree, a Tree that is still me, still us. Your world… it is indeed strange. I sense it faintly, but…”

Shiro put a hand on her shoulder. “Seeing is believing. Don’t spoil the surprise. You might as well wait until you see it with your own eyes. After all, you can go any time you want now. But don’t worry, I’ll take you to all the good places.”

Seeing her grin, Eri shook her head. “Don’t listen to her, Asha. She’ll just lead you astray. I’ll be sure to show you around. But anyway, what does this all mean? Other than you’ve grown stronger.”

“I do not know.” Asha admitted. “I have never heard of a Tree that straddles the Boundary and the mortal world. Perhaps the slumbering King would know, or…”

“That’s something that’s been bugging me.” Shiro spoke suddenly. “You say Orion is the father of all Dryads, right?”

Asha nodded. “Yes, we are his daughters, even if only in a spiritual sense.”

“Then when you have kids with Aki, will they be his, or Orion’s?”

I hadn’t considered it. Wait, kids? It’s too soon for that… I did wait for the answer though, and after a while, Asha shrugged. “They will still be daughters of Orion in spirit, yet… they will be your daughters too, in truth, Akio. For unlike many Dryads, they would be birthed by the two of us.”

“Shit, that’s going to be awkward. That’s not how it works with us.” Shiro laughed, and Shaeula frowned.

“I understand, as Orion is precious to the Treekin and Plantkin. Even that old-old miser Primal Forest has respect for him. But… being a daughter of Orion is not-not so literal. Many are indeed born from the lands of the Fae, no-no father or mother, and thus are so claimed, but there are those born between two Fae, such-such as those the Dryads have Kissed. All are of Orion, yet… there is quite-quite a difference.”

Asha nodded. “Fear not, my beloved. I shall never allow our daughters to revere Orion more than they will you, their true father.” She touched her belly tenderly, and for a moment I had a troubling premonition, before shaking it off. That’s for the future, for now…

“What matters is that you can cross between worlds now, just like the others, Asha. And with the Throne bonuses, you’re stronger. Next is…” I could see Ixitt practically salivating out of the corner of my eye, and a number of other Mortal Engineers were acting the same way, so I couldn’t put it off any longer. Turning to Ginneka, who was with her brother, I watched as she stood to attention, tail and ears erect, and her blue eyes were shining.

“I get to have the wonderful ability, nya? I want it, it smells so good!” she purred happily, and Kinneka was looking at her as if he didn’t know her. Seeing that, she scowled, whipping him with her tail.

“None of that, Kinneka! You’ve changed too, I can smell it, taste it, nya. You’ve lost your edge, though you’ve gained something else, nya! As for me… most of my abilities are gone.” She was gloomy and downcast as she said that, and I felt a brief twinge of sympathy, before I crushed it ruthlessly. “Void Motion, I liked that one, nya.” She glowered at me accusingly, before sighing. “My abilities to shapeshift are tangled with Eri there, and while I can still steal, nya…”

“It is your own-own fault.” Shaeula laughed meanly, and Ginneka hissed, her fur standing on end, only to calm down as the ground under her started sprouting vines, and she quickly apologised, not wishing Hyacinth to bully her.

“Yes, I know, nya. I was bad, I see that now. In the Hyakki Yagyō, might makes right. And we weren’t mighty, nya. But… I want it. It resonates with me! I deserve it!”

“I don’t know about deserve…” Eri retorted with a sigh. “…but I’m still grateful. A life for a life is fair, but if you want more…” Her dark eyes were now hard. “...then you know what you have to pay.”

“Nya, I know. It feels bad, a proud Bakeneko serving under someone, but… at least he’s hot, nya.” she giggled coquettishly, twisting her body, looking very much like a cat at this moment. “Are you sure you don’t want a tumble, handsome? I’m rich with experience, nya…”

“He doesn’t need the town bus.” Shiro denied her, a touch spitefully. “Why would he, when he can ride high-end sportscars like us.”

“Nya, so rude. What does it matter? It is all pleasure.” She scoffed, insulted, before she was finally serious. “No, I understand. We could return to the Parade as losers, face scorn, nya. Humiliation. Or I could find a place. Better a rich servant than a beggar master, nya.” Her mind made up, she lashed her tail, irritated. “Besides, it smells so sweet, nya. I must have it. And when I do… brother and I, we will be forgiven?”

“We shall see.” Shaeula suggested, her tone cold. “I hold great-great anger towards you, but… serve Akio well, and I shall find it in my heart to be merciful, I do-do promise you that.”

“Nya, so hard to win over.” Ginneka fluttered her eyelashes at me. “Is that the sort of woman you like? You’re missing out, nya… no, no, stop…” she cried as vines wrapped around her legs, squeezing painfully. “I’ll be serious, nya.” She stopped her playful, catlike banter. “I am ready. I accept…. Nya?” She felt the sudden sense of connection as my Throne linked to her, and she didn’t fight it, embracing it, and soon it was done. Though unlike the others, I’m going to tweak her permissions a lot. I never thought to do it with Grulgor, that was an oversight, but we had the Oaths then at least. Here… I’m not going to make a mistake.

“Sister… are you well?” Kinneka asked, and she shuddered, before nodding.

“Nya, no issues. Though it feels strange, as though I am compelled to do certain things, or not do them.” She stared at me then, licking her lips, her blue eyes glittering. “So, master…” she called me, teasing. “…I want it inside me. Give it to me, nya, shove it in, make me gasp and pant and… Argh, stop, stop!” she cried out again as Hyacinth began to twist her. “Can’t I have some fun, I’m one of your own now, nya!”

Ignoring the fracas, I let my Eye shine, the Divine Favour of Laverna, which had been draining my adherence like a parasite for so long, quivering eagerly. I see. Now she has a Material form as well, it’ll be easier to make the Favour fit. These little pieces of Adherence and something else that I couldn’t yet comprehend seemed tailored for humans, or at least Material creatures, which perhaps was why we hadn’t seen any spiritual beings with them yet. If Nurarihyon had one, for example, it might make him strong enough to fight the golden-eyed toad, maybe… I gestured to Shiro and she came over, smiling happily.

“Aki, what do you need?”

“Buffs please. The general one, and on my Chirurgery.”

“Always a buff-bot. Way to make a girl feel special, Aki.” she chuckled. “But it’s not so bad. I need to show off my good points when I get the opportunity. Being number one is hard, but it’s a cross your perfect Shirohime will bear for you.” Energy flowed into me, and with the sensation of reaching the third pinnacle, Rank 10, temporarily, I began to work on Ginneka.

She immediately started flailing, crying out, yowling louder than when Hyacinth was tormenting her, and I motioned for her to be quiet. This isn’t as easy as it was for Kana or my sis. So please, don’t break my concentration… I dismissed my Material body once more, leaving Kana and her parents excitedly observing Asha’s new Tree there, and delved deeply, exploring the mysteries of Ginneka’s body, Split Thoughts burning, Body Enhancement sharpening my mind as well.

The normal points of attachment are mostly there, but some of the branches and minor Chakras are out of alignment. The Favour… I let it enter Ginneka, and it coalesced into a shimmering hand-like shape, occupying Ginneka’s left hand, but sending tendrils to her crown, heart and root Chakras. The problem is… Ginneka’s still a bit of a mess. Her ability that Eri had inherited, Shifting Cat, was within Ginneka too, but it was damaged, aether leaking from it irregularly in pulses, like a punctured, beating heart. I quickly patched it up, and Ginneka shivered, shrinking until she was the size of a child, her fur standing up on end. She let out an erotic moan, before glancing, alarmed, at Hyacinth, but even our angry maid was not going to mess with her when I was doing such delicate work.

“That feels better, nya. Like an old scar has stopped itching.” she purred, blinking at me. “Though you are treating me roughly. I don’t mind on the bed, nya, but…”

“There’s no time for jokes…” I grimaced, as I made further adjustments, noticing that the Divine Favour was changing a little, almost as if merging with her subtle bodies, the Favour beginning to melt away. Huh… wait, could… that be the reason that they are giving the Favours to humans? Really? If so… as my Eye shone and I continued to work on her Astral and Material bodies, I shook my head. Gods… are so damn selfish…


Four Hundred And Twenty-Four – Contains Status – Ginneka 1


As the Favour was completely absorbed within Ginneka, who was writhing and making lascivious noises, drawing a lot of ire from the girls around her, she fortunately seemed to be fine, and I could see both with my Eye and her Status through the Throne that she had retained the Divine Favour, despite it seemingly losing its original shape. I thought so. Even though she has a Material form through the Throne, just like Shaeula, her true body is Astral. The Throne is powerful yes, and works, but it’s ultimately just a shortcut, a cheat…

Having a lot to think about, I finished my adjustments, and with that done, Ginneka slumped to the ground on her knees, panting heavily, blue eyes moist. Looking up at me, she smiled reproachfully. “For someone who claims he’s uninterested, you sure did mess me up, nya.” She clutched herself tightly with her arms, her face pink. “It was magnificent though, nya. I’ll let you take resp…” Before she could finish her stupid joke, Hyacinth hauled her up with the vines, none too gently at that, and Ginneka squealed.

“She’s amusing, but she never learns, does she?” Shiro pointed out to Shaeula, who scoffed.

“If we did not-not need her, I would be quite-quite happy to throw her out.”

“That’s harsh, but I get it. I don’t like the way she tried to kill you and Akio.” Eri agreed. “And she is rather annoying, but…”

“It’s hard to hate someone who saved your life. Don’t we all know it?” Shiro rolled her eyes, as Ginneka shifted, slipping free of the vines, before resuming her ordinary form. “Enough of this comedy routine. The main thing is… what’s the situation, Aki? Are we good to go?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I believe so. Ginneka…”

“Yes, nya?” she miaowed, suddenly alert.

“I’m going to explain your Statistics now. And then… it’s time to put you to work. Although…” I smiled warmly at Asha. “...I think we have a bit of time to show off the Material first.” Taking a deep breath, my Eye glowing, I checked out the final results of Enthroning Ginneka and her absorption of the Divine Favour.

Ginneka [Bakeneko] [Chosen Of Laverna, Underworld Queen Of Thieves]
[Material Statistics] 
Might               196 +30
Fortitude          120 +30
Intellect              75 +30
Resilience        221 +30
Alacrity            380 +30
Precision          336 +30
Aether            1813 +30
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune               3 +1 
Majesty                  +1
Charm               14 +1 
League              11 +1
Determination    2 +1
Foresight               +1
Fate                       +1
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 3 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Seven Nights Chakra Network Rank 5 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Seven Night Orbs Rank 1 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Adherence Manipulation Rank 1 Noble (5) Law (8)
Aether Manipulation Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
[Physical Combat Skills] 
Combat Technique Rank 3 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
[Unique Skills] 
Shifting Cat Rank 4 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Thieving Cat Rank 5 Imperious (6) Principle (7)
Laverna’s Grasping Hand Of Heaven, Earth And The Underworld Rank 3 Legendary (7) Law (8)
[Level] 0/30
[Classes]
Maneki-Neko 1/20 
Divine Cat 1/20
[Mastered Class]
Shapeshifter 10/10


“So, that’s me, nya?” Ginneka seemed interested. “I am powerful!”

“It’s nothing special, don’t get conceited, kitty.” Shiro warned, remembering her own stats. “There are some interesting things to note though.” Being a keen gamer like me, she immediately spotted the key points. “So, now there’s a bonus to the intangible stats as well from the Throne?”

I nodded, checking Shaeula and Hyacinth, and they also had the bonuses. “It’s a small boost, but especially when it’s doubled in our Territory, defensive battles will be easier.”

“Yeah, numbers don’t lie.” Shiro agreed. “And it seems that she has the Divine Favour successfully. Looks like it’s all coming together, Aki. Though it's not exactly perfect, is it? The difference between her and us Material beings?”

That's right. For one, she still has the Throne's Level cap, so it's still far from a perfect transfer. But the main thing we needed was the Skill, so it's fine...

“It seems to be.” I pulled up the information for the Favour, though it was the same as when I had taken it. It’s a relief, I used a great deal of my adherence to implant it, but now the drain of carrying it has stopped, hopefully I can rebuild for the future, for next time… I wasn’t enough of a fool to think no more Favours would fall into my hands, not with the way the world was right now.

Laverna’s Grasping Hand Of Heaven, Earth And The Underworld gives the wielder 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.


Ixitt, on hearing the description, capered with joy, clapping his hands together, and the Mortal Engineers were cheering. “It seems my time is now!” he crowed. “So much testing to do. The scientific method, rigorous trials…” He turned to some of the engineers, his urgency palpable. “Fetch some of the batteries, and the Alchemical recycling device. We should run tests immediately!”

As they scurried off to do his bidding, I asked Tan a question. “From what I’ve seen, the dwellers in the Boundary and lower Astral such as Yōkai and Fae are a lot stronger than us humans. Of course…” I glanced at Ixitt, who winked, still extremely excited. “…strength isn’t determined by who has the strongest muscles, or the fastest speed. Otherwise it wouldn’t be humans that rule the world, but bears, wolves and big cats. I think willingness to learn and adapt, creating tools to do what we can’t and enhance what we can, is a big factor as well.”

“I agree wholeheartedly.” Ixitt clapped. “Which is why Mortal Engineering is a discipline. The Fae do learn and grow, there is no doubt about it, but the willingness to accept change, to search for difficult solutions, even if it seems counterintuitive… that we most certainly lack. Perhaps it is because we live long, while mortals flare brightly and then fade away, as sparks from the flame. Though with the proper push…” he smiled at Shaeula, who shrugged, yet her face was tinged with pink, pleased at his implied praise.

“You have something to say, no?” Moira asked, pursing her lips. She had been teased a little by Bell and Soliteare, but had largely ignored them, focussed on the results of our expedition, which was the bounty of ether, and the upgrade to the Throne. “I believe you are wondering why the Gods, as you call them, do not bless powerful beings such as Prince Shaetanao, for example?”

“Exactly.” I agreed. “It would certainly improve their chances, but… I expect there’s a number of reasons we don’t know, but one… the Favour, it isn’t retrievable, not easily, anyway.” I do wonder what would happen if Ginneka lost her Anchor to a Conqueror now. Wait, can she even drop an Anchor? “Ginneka, I want you to do me a favour.” I explained what I wanted, and I sent her off through the Ring Gate. She dragged her brother along with her, and I allowed it, thinking they could use a little time to catch up.

“I don’t think they’ll be long, but… if my speculation is correct, it’d be interesting. For now…” I turned to the waiting Tsukiko-san. “...there’s a slot in the new Throne waiting for you. But I won’t pressure you, it’s a big decision. And I’d feel bad if Yukiko-san isn’t involved, though don’t think I’m unwilling. If you want it, it’s yours, no question.”

“I appreciate your concern.” Tsukiko-san answered, still savouring her drink. “For now I am content to simply watch the one I chose to believe in work. It is surprisingly fascinating. Compared to how others are facing the oncoming catastrophe, your methods seem rather… different. Should we be so relaxed?”

I let Shaeula answer for me. “Of course we should. If we do not-not take time to refresh our minds and bodies, all that awaits us is a slow descent to defeat. Just as a bowstring kept too taut will-will snap, so too our spirits. Besides…” her amber gaze was firm yet kind. “…fighting for survival is all very well-well, but I prefer to fight for what comes beyond, love-love, joy and comfort. You fought for your God, which I do not-not deny, but… fight for what you desire, and your strength will be magnified, I do-do assure you.”

“An interesting philosophy.” Tsukiko-san replied after a moment, her ruby eyes showing her deep thoughts. “I have not yet decided my path, but I do know… happiness does not sound so unpleasant. Perhaps after all these years I should try it.”

“That’s the spirit.” I agreed, pleased. We can’t just live for duty. We have to build a world where we can be happy, thrive. And the next steps begin today… “Back to my point…” I grinned, taking a drink myself. “Ginneka should be back soon, and my questions will hopefully be answered.” We chatted for a little while, and it amused me to see Motoko and Natsumi trying to look alert, but even with Chirurgery and all the aether I had given them, being up and active and in battle for so long had taken its toll on their endurance, and seeing their eyes try and slide shut as they listened, I couldn’t help but find them adorable. Soon though, we could hear footsteps, and Ginneka crested the steps onto the terrace, followed by her panting brother. She leapt in front of me, and I swivelled, dodging her attempted grab, making her pout, tail lashing angrily.

“Nya, you could have embraced me. It’s been so long since I’ve felt the warmth of a hot man, nya. Oh well…” She leapt backwards as the wooden terrace once more started to bloom, sprouting vines. “Enough, nya. I’m serious. So… I couldn’t do it, nya.” she confirmed, all business now. “I felt that I could rule it, but this Anchor, nya. No.”

“I thought so. I’ve seen a lot of Territories, and there’s a huge difference between Anchored ones and not. But it doesn’t seem that low-Ranked Territories have Anchors. Except for those of us who are Chosen.” I continued to explain my theories. “So, while a spiritual being might well be stronger and better able to use a Favour to gain power and fight, there are other demerits. Like not being able to use the part of it that seems to crystalise an Anchor, even for rather low-Rank Territories. And… the Gods can’t get it back easily if the bearer dies. And there’d be no Ranks in Conqueror, so… it ruins the Kodoku Vessel plan I surmised. It’s all just speculation of course, unless Tan would care to comment?” Though I do believe, just as we've propagated the Chakra network of spiritual beings through us mortals via Chirurgery, it could be restored to full functionality, and the Level cap lifted. If I had a few more insights and a little more Skill, perhaps.

Shiro shook her head. “No, she’s refusing to answer. Though I’m getting better at reading her surface thoughts, at least. We are together all the time… uh, wait, not all the time.” she blushed, amusing us. “Not when we’re intimate, all right? She doesn’t peep. Ugh, so embarrassing. Anyway… she does think that reclaiming unused Favours is important. The Gods don’t give away anything for free. There’s something else I cant quite understand, but…”

“That begs the question.” I mused. “How did Tan Anchor a Territory? Wouldn’t the Favour she was going to give you have done the same as it did with Ginneka?”

Shiro laughed. “Come on, Aki. Be sensible. You’ve offended her. I quote, 'who do you think I am, fool? I am Taṇhā, the Thirst. My control over my own form is far beyond this crude kitten…' so I think you ought to apologise.” She winked, showing that she was on my side.

“Yeah, sorry Tan.” How am I supposed to know? But it makes sense, I guess. Does that mean that a more powerful and in-control spiritual being could make it work like we do? I guess that’s just speculation, and not something we can easily test, but it tracks with my assumption that it's down to knowledge and implementation. “I guess this is one of those things you can’t talk about, but I’m slowly starting to build a picture of the aims of Ortlinde and the others here. Though it’s rather incomplete. I wish I could speak to her again, even for a brief moment. But there’s no point wishing for what we can’t have. Good job Ginneka, take a break while I go over the rest of your notable Skills and Classes.”

“Nya, it’s good you see me working hard. Praise me more, reward me, nya!” Her ears fluttered and her whiskers twitched happily. Her eyes widened as Hyacinth scowled at her, but I quickly got back to business, and everyone was listening intently.

“Maneki-Neko… oh, that never fails to amuse me…” I pictured a fat Ginneka with one paw in the air, holding in a chuckle. “…makes sense, as you escaped true death in a rather fortunate way. Divine Cat though… let me see…”

Divine Cat is a Class granted to beings who are of feline lineage or share catlike elements, while also having accumulated Adherence of a Divine providence. Cats are particularly effective at attracting and magnifying stray Adherence, and this Class strengthens such abilities, and League will increase more rapidly, and Majesty and Charm will have a greater effect.


“A shame-shame Majesty is the furthest thing from you.” Shaeula teased coldly. “But why-why are cats so blessed?” she asked, puzzled.

“I can answer that one.” Shiro grinned. “There’s a ton of examples of cats being Divine in myth. I think Egypt is the most famous, right? Even in Japan, cats are seen as Kami in a number of cases.”

“I remember auntie Emily telling me that cats in Britain were often seen as familiars of witches back in history, and even now, people think black cats can bring either great fortune or terrible bad luck.” Eri agreed.

“There are catlike Fae as well-well. Though if they are Divine, then surely us-us weasels are too!” Shaeula declared, to more laughter.

“All right. It seems a bit similar to how the Tower of London and what it holds works.” I mused. “Eri, if you ever do get a Divine Favour, I’d expect you might get the Class too, maybe. Something to look forward to. Next is… well, Seven Nights Chakra Network is basically the Yōkai version of the Eight Moons. More interesting are the Seven Night Orbs.” They are orbiting the major Chakras, like small Chakras themselves. Shaeula has them too, as does Eri…

Seven Night Orbs are the crystallisation of the mysterious power of Yōkai, and strengthen the ability of the Chakras they surround to draw in and use Aether and Adherence, as well as offering positive benefits to the strength of inherent abilities and traits the bearer possesses, and overall strengthening the Chakra networks.


“It’s basically a lunar Chakra, only instead of offering a home for elemental abilities, it seems more focussed on what makes a Yōkai tick.” I mused. “As for why you don’t have one yet, Shaeula, Eri… if I had to guess, it’s like why we didn’t have the Lunar Chakra Skill before, until we strengthened it enough. So I doubt it’s out of reach…”

“I see. The vast-vast majority of my abilities are elemental, so there would be modest gain, however…” Shaeula seemed excited. “…I am a Kamaitachi, a weasel of wind. It stands to reason that despite wind-wind being an element, the Night Orbs would strengthen it, as it is the inherent trait of a Kamaitachi? I believe we call that double-double dipping.”

“Seeing you spout those gaming terms never gets old.” Shiro laughed. “Makes sense though. What would you get then, Eri? More shapeshifting?”

“Maybe.” Eri shrugged. “There’s one thing left, isn't there?”

“Yeah, Thieving Cat. That one was a lot of trouble for me, although the rewards were worth it.” I chuckled at the memory.

“Nya, you stole my Void Motion. I did like that a lot…” Ginneka pouted. “That was a reward for my work… though, we did fail, didn’t we brother, nya? Maybe it was meant to be.”

Kinneka sighed, looking away, and I scanned the details.

Thieving Cat allows one to use their Aether to usurp the skills of another, taking it for their own. There is a limit to the number of abilities that can be stolen at one time, and Skills that are too powerful or require certain prerequisites to function cannot be stolen without said prerequisites being taken first. A Skill cannot be stolen from someone significantly more powerful than the wielder of this Skill, and powerful League will render such a Skill useless as well. Once taken, Skills will not be returned, unless the thief so wishes, or the thief is slain, then the Skills will return as long as the original owner is close enough. Stealing Skills can cause significant damage to the Chakra network and subtle bodies of the victim, though this can be ameliorated by the return of the stolen Skills.


Shaeula had a sour expression, and I remembered why. “Yeah, facing that was a pain. Though if you tried it now, I think you’d find you wouldn’t be able to rob from us.” I told Ginneka, who shrugged, apologising a touch insincerely.

“Nya, your Skills were just so temping, little weasel. His too. You can’t blame a cat for trying to catch good prey.”

“I can and I do, even-even now.” Shaeula complained, and as they bickered, I considered the possibilities. Though it wasn’t all bad, I remember that I had some Skills Ranking up after they returned. I wonder… it might be worth some experimentation. The damage to the Chakra network sounds nasty and only to be expected, but with Ether Healing and Chirurgery… I had several ideas for experiments, and shared a few.

Everyone started discussing the possibilities, only interrupted by the return of Ixitt’s Mortal Engineers, carrying boxes of items they wished to send to the Material. On seeing that, I tasked Ginneka to use her new Divine Favour, and I turned back to Tsukiko-san.

“Sorry, but you’ll have to stay here. Kin Restoration can only create a spiritual body, your living body is already gone.” Damn, that hurts to say. I saw the cremation at her funeral, after all… “It’s not ideal, I know…”

She shook her head, long black locks dancing, a small, shy yet teasing smile on her beautiful face. “It is enough of a miracle that it would be an affront to Fate to complain. Besides, it is rather relaxing here.” She looked out over the view, her half empty glass in hand. “I will take the time to think things over. Including what I need to say to Yukiko. I fear I worried and hurt her with my failures. Besides, Prince Shōtoku and my beloved shrine are but a short walk away, a miracle in itself.”

“You didn’t fail.” I insisted. “Kyoto was saved. It wasn’t perfect, but we’re not Gods. Just the tools they wield. But unlike tools, we have free will. You do too.”

She nodded. “I know. It is a… liberating, yet frightening experience. I still wish to be of service to Tsukuyomi, and even without the Favour, I am still the Diviner, I expect I will still dream of the moon reflected in the waters. But now I have those who can finally share my burden, understand me…”

“Yes, a problem shared is a problem halved. Auntie Emily loves that saying.” Eri stood, coming over and sitting beside her. “And one thing Akio is good at is helping carry the problems we have. And not just him… we all understand. Me, perhaps most of all.” She sighed, cat ears twitching, irritated. Seeing me looking, she frowned and they vanished after a moment of concentration.

“Stop that.” she chided me. “This is a serious conversation, not time for you to ogle me.” Turning back to Tsukiko-san, she put on her most serious expression, onyx eyes intense. “I nearly perished, I was a whisker away from death, so I think I get it. This was my second chance. I’ve changed. I’m not so reckless anymore. I know what it costs to be foolish, too bold. How you’ll change… I don’t know, and nor do you, yet. But one thing is certain. You will change. And we’ll all make sure it’s for the better. You’re no longer alone. We’re your friends, companions…” she paused. “It’s too soon to press you on this, you haven’t even decided, but… perhaps you’ll be more than a friend.”

Tsukiko-san looked at me, fingers touching her lips. “I remember… I am an old-fashioned woman, I suppose. It does weigh on me, but not unpleasantly. Yet I still struggle…”

“It’s settled then.” Eri glanced at me, nodding to herself. “I know you’re worried. Go on ahead, I’ll stay with Tsukiko-san while you do what you need to. And get those two home…” She nodded again at the barely awake Motoko and Natsumi. “Their parents won’t be impressed.”

“Thanks.” I replied to Eri, touched that she would make an effort for others. “I owe you one.”

“There’s no owing between lovers, between husbands and wives.” She smiled triumphantly. “Although… you did promise a holiday, just the two of us, remember?”

“I did. I’ll be a bit too busy getting some things set up, but… I haven’t forgotten. Soon, I promise.”

After a few more words of planning, we were ready for our return, Bell cheekily saying that if Tsukiko-san didn’t want the Throne slot, she’d have it, and pledge herself to me in her entirety, and I waved that off, having a better opinion of her, and greater understanding of her jovial nature, after our shared trials on Mount Atago. Arangbō and Haanōbō would remain as well, rather curious about my Territory, so Eri agreed to give them the tour.

The rest of us returned to the Material, and I found myself next to Asha, who was staring at everything, eyes wide, looking around in wonder, running her hands over the computer, TV and more in my bedroom, only having heard others talk about such things, and also Ginneka, who was still looking like a Bakeneko, wearing low-rise shorts and a halter-neck black t-shirt, showing her cleavage. On seeing my glance, she stretched, showing off her bellybutton and long legs happily. She then pouted as I turned away, not because I wasn’t interested, but because of what was at her feet… I’m actually not interested in her as a woman, but I’m a guy, of course I’ll look at girls dressed so sexily. But forget that… this is…

“Lose the ears and tail, they aren't suitable for Earth yet.” I insisted, reaching down to check the boxes. Inside were a number of the special batteries, a large Alchemical device, and several small silver spires that reminded me of the artificial Ether Spires, just on a far more modest scale. There were also… Etherites, huh? Here in the Material…

As some of the others joined us, Shaeula and Hyacinth first to awaken, Shaeula happily turning on the TV, surprising Asha with some anime, Ginneka dismissed her catlike appearance with a sad purr. It was then the door was flung open, and Ixitt crashed through in his human form, followed by a flustered Kana.

“I did try to stop the madman, but…” she shrugged.

“I cannot be stopped! The moment I have been waiting for…” He saw me holding the items Ginneka had brought to the Material with Laverna’s Favour and flushed, eyes so bright if it was an anime I’d have expected to see heart shapes in them. “…it has come!” He literally jumped for joy, leaping over and grabbing a handful of batteries, as well as several Etherites. “Oh, the experiments I need to perform, the theories I need to verify… quickly now…”

He wrenched open the back of one of the many mobile phones hanging from his lab coat, ripping out the existing battery. Moments later he was wiring in one of the brought items, and for a moment the device actually switched on, before it died in a shower of electrical sparks, exposed innards smoking. “…we have power… though of course, the capacity and throughput is too high… converters, of course, of course…”

“Uh, okay.” I muttered, understanding his joy, but still a bit put off by it. “Anyway, great job, Ginneka. Keep up the good work and you’ll not find us lacking gratitude.”

Shaeula was asking Asha if she was feeling healthy, and after a glance at me, she nodded, her yellow eyes and red hair giving her a striking appearance, the greenish tinge to her skin a very faint hue in her Material form, almost unnoticeable unless one was looking for it. With a smile I extended a hand to her, and as she took it, I squeezed it gently. “Asha, welcome to the mortal world. I hope you find it to your liking.” With a smile as her answer, we headed for the outside world, ready to show her all the sights she had never seen before…


Four Hundred And Twenty-Five


“Iam unsure of what to make of this…” Asha remarked, having left our home at the Shrine. She was now looking to the north, towards the distant skyline of central Tokyo, marvelling at the seemingly endless tall buildings, and the Tokyo Tower and Skytree, which even exceeded her Tree in height. “The air…” she took a breath, her calm face wrinkling a little with some discomfort. “…the smells are strange. Almost like burning wood, yet not…”

“That’s the smell of car exhausts.” I explained, pointing down the hill to the busy roads thronged with vehicles. “The air isn’t the cleanest, but…” I shot a sidelong glance at Ixitt. “...I think that might be about to change.”

Ixitt was the happiest of us all, even outshining Asha and Ginneka, who was also looking around with some surprise, blue eyes wide, purring in a mixture of awe and confusion. On hearing my words, he followed my gaze, seeing the cars. “Of course, of course. With the weight of an electric car battery being anything from a bit under five hundred kilograms to a number of times that… and with eighty million cars in Japan, give or take a million here and there…”

He quickly started tapping away on one of his tablet computers, calculating. “With ten times the battery capacity at minimum… assume we can reduce the weight by a factor of five, while giving twice the range…” After a while he grinned, his calculations pleasing him. “The scale of conversion to clean electric vehicles would be a massive undertaking, but who would want the battery technology of the current paradigm, assuming we can make ours work for a reasonable price?”

“Yes, the first step is to convert the coal and gas-hungry power grid to clean generation, and then vehicles, homes…” I smiled at Asha warmly. “Of course, the second stage is greenery. We can increase the density of quality housing, while making more space for parks, forests, gardens and more…”

“All the while making a great deal of money.” Shiro laughed. “I said I wanted a billionaire for a husband, but maybe you’ll be a trillionaire, hell, even a quadrillionaire seems possible… we’ll be women of leisure.” she joked to Shaeula, Motoko and Natsumi. Seeing how tired the latter two were, I kissed them tenderly, praising them for their contributions during the Mount Atago trials, then sent them off with a Black Wolf Company driver to take them home.

“Nya, I am so jealous… it’s been so long since I had a man…” Ginneka complained, but I chose to ignore her. It’s not been that long, and she was dead for most of the time…

“I think getting past a trillionaire would be hard.” I mused, thinking. “After all, when the Boundary breaks, everyone will have more to worry about than money. Of course, everything depends on whether we can make the technology work here.” I pointed out, and Ixitt gave me a thumbs-up.

“I have much to do. Spectroscopy and other detailed analysis of Etherites and other materials this delightful cat has brought here for us…”

“Delightful, nya?” Ginneka was pleased. She looked at Ixitt for a moment, before shaking her head. “Nya, you’re not my type though. A pity.”

“Anyone who helps his research is awesome to him. I know the sort.” Shiro snorted, and I rubbed her head until she got irritated and swatted my hand away.

“Yeah, those who helped you with your game were your heroes.” I laughed. Seeing Asha’s wistful look I stroked her head as well, feeling her soft and silky hair. “But seriously, we’re almost ready to begin. Once the money starts rolling in, we can expand operations, buy up as much relevant land as possible, and also start caching supplies. Food and water, tools, weapons… we’re taking no chances.” One thing I’ve noticed in a certain sort of apocalypse story, that of those who get a second chance, they always stock up in advance. We’d be foolish not to do the same.

“Indeed.” Ixitt agreed. “Having seen the plans for your new estate, the hill underneath, it will be transformed into bunker, access hub and storage facility. It is quite impressive. And now…” He grinned at me toothily, his expectations high. “When might we be receiving the aid of this Nie Ling? If I can bring further Mortal Engineers here, and those with elemental talents, we can rapidly proceed.”

“I don’t know if she can send from the Boundary to here. We need to test it. But… the paperwork should have been done by now. Let me check my phone…” I probably should have done this earlier, but I was busy… There were indeed messages saying that she had been cleared to be taken into my custody, and a number of other texts and emails from various people. Arisu-san, huh? That’s unusual. There were several missed calls, and a rather brusque message saying she needed to speak to me about something important. Shiro glanced over my shoulder, and on seeing it, shrugged.

“Oh yeah, she did mention she had something to talk to you about. It slipped my mind as I was busy with something else.” She exchanged a look with Shaeula, who grinned. I see. Well, if it’s important, they’ll tell me, I’m sure.

“In that case, I’ll make a quick couple of calls. While I’m doing that…”

“Might as well watch the experiments.” Shiro agreed, somewhat interested. Kana had come over, along with her father, and Ixitt sent her running to fetch some items, as he began to set up his Alchemical device in the waning afternoon sunlight. Dialling Arisu-san, I waited as it rang several times, before she answered, her voice as cool as ever.

“You finally returned my messages.” she began without even a greeting. “I believe you can be in two places at once now, no? Surely that means you should be able to answer your phone.” At her criticism, I felt compelled to justify myself.

“Sorry, last night my phone was off, and then I had to withdraw my Material body, as the situation grew more complicated.”

“I see.” she replied after a moment. “White did say you were out on a date and then vanished.” Her sigh was audible over quite some distance, and Shiro was smirking at me, amused at my discomfort. “But you should not let your… busy… schedule distract you from important matters. You are a leader, so set a good example.”

Damn, she could be a schoolteacher, not an actress, with scolding like that. She’s right though… “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have had my phone off, but it was a happy occasion, so…”

She sighed again. “It does not matter. What is done is done. I may not be your Vassal, unlike Suzanne-san, but I still have to follow your lead. So do not disappoint me.”

“Yeah, sorry again.” I continued to apologise, before changing the subject. “So, what did you need?”

She paused, hesitant, and that surprised me. She’s normally so composed. After a while there was another long sigh, this one of resignation. “I am in a little bit of a bind. I need a favour from you.”

“Anything.” I promised, remembering her aid on several occasions. “Just ask and I’ll do it.”

“Oh man, Aki is living dangerously…” Shiro was saying to the others. Ignoring them, I continued.

“I owe you a favour, and even if I didn’t, you’ve looked after Shiro, so we’re friends.”

“Friends, hmm?” she mused. “Yes, I believe we are. So I shall be frank. This situation is one that could have been avoided, were I prepared to weather some annoyances. But… there are also gains to be made. If properly handled.”

“Go on, I’m listening.”

“I will be taking part in a talk show on Sunday, hosted by FujiTV. It is an opportunity to appeal to the public. Which is a goal of yours.” she pointed out, and I didn’t disagree. “They… have requested your attendance. You are rather popular a topic of conversation, after London. I said I would persuade you to attend, if they allowed us to vet the questions beforehand, and suggest some of our own.”

“I see. A talk show, huh? Could be interesting. But you want me to go on, right?”

“It would allow me to set the record straight on a number of matters.” She sniffed, annoyed. “That wretch tried to blackmail me with photographs of us together.” I nearly choked at that, as she continued. “Of course, I am not a fool. I do not take kindly to threats, nor surrender. But a mutual exchange of interests…”

“That’d be awesome. I want to see you on TV again.” Kana giggled, drawing an exasperated look from her father. The two of them had returned carrying a number of bags of trash, a mixture of cans, bottles, paper, food wastes and more assorted junk.

“No kidding. Seeing Aki and Arisu on TV together would be something to see. We can tease them both for ages…” Shiro joined in.

“So, your answer?” she asked, and I of course agreed.

“It’s just a small favour, and it seems like you’ve laid the groundwork for us to profit. We should brainstorm some questions, do you want to meet up later?”

She agreed, and after that she hung up. “Not one for chatting, is she?” I remarked ruefully.

“No, Arisu is always all business. Though being an actress, when the situation calls for it, she can speak about anything and sound like an expert.” Shiro agreed. Everyone was gathered around Ixitt, so I took the opportunity to make another call, sorting out the transportation of Nie Ling to us. I also left a message on Mayumi-san’s phone, as well as Hinata’s, since they would either be at Hanafubuki or soon to finish. With that done, I dialled one final number, as Ixitt unfolded a crystal cube, perhaps a metre long on each side, with what looked like bluesteel wires around the bottom. Placing the Alchemical device inside, he began fiddling, while I waited for the person on the other side to answer.

I guess she could be in the Boundary, or… oh, no, wait… the phone was answered by a familiar voice. “Akio-san, is there something wrong?” Yukiko-san seemed nervous, and I hurried to reassure her.

“No, I’m not calling about an emergency. Quite the opposite in fact.” The smile on my face was broad, a great weight lifted off my shoulders, and the girls watched me fondly as I talked. “I have some good news.”

“Good news?” she paused. “You don’t mean…”

“I do.” I agreed happily. “We had a lucky break during our Kyoto expansion, and… Tsukiko-san has returned. But we need to discuss her future. Can you make time to visit this evening? I know it’s short notice but…”

“No, don’t worry. I’ll drop everything and hurry over right away.” She paused for a moment. “It isn’t just the nobility who can travel in style.” she muttered, slightly embarrassed. After a further long pause, in which I wondered if she had hung up, she spoke again. “Thank you. Thank you so much. She was my friend, and I hated that I couldn’t do more for her, that… that she died.” I could hear her voice trembling, and her unshed tears. “I don’t care about prophecy, not anymore. To me… you’re the one Tsukiko talked about. If you aren’t, then what use is the one who is? Oh, sorry… I shouldn’t… I shouldn’t cry, I know…”

“It’s fine.” I whispered softly. “I understand. I feel the same way. Our acquaintance might be brief, but it was meaningful and impactful. And I believe those who sacrifice for others shouldn’t go unrewarded. Fortunately… we have the chance now.”

“We, huh?” she asked, blowing her nose noisily. “It looks like you’ve made up your mind as well.”

It’s not that simple, but… there’s no way I can turn her down if she’s interested. It’s not like the arranged marriages the Elves want, Tsukiko-san… I genuinely want to make her happy, to show her that her sacrifices meant something, and that her path is whatever she wants it to be. I think that’s as good a foundation as any. And honestly, she’s gorgeous too, aloof yet vulnerable, she tugs at my heartstrings. But it’s her decision. Spending time with Yukiko-san, seeing the world outside Kyoto, that would be good too… “It’s her choice in the end. I’ll respect whatever she decides.” I promised, and her damp laughter sounded, a mixture of happiness and tears.

“Her choice? You really are a bit of a coward, Akio-san. For someone so experienced, you put a lot on the shoulders of inexperienced women. But… oh, we’ll talk about this in person. I have to arrange transport…” With that she hung up, and I turned to see the others staring at me, their expressions fond yet gently mocking.

“She’s right. We all know how this ends. And I’m fine with it. Though I have to be honest, I think she’s intruding on my uniqueness a bit, Aki.” Shiro teased, scratching her cheek idly. “We’re both perfect specimens of humanity. I never thought I’d see someone as beautiful as me. It’s not fair, why did she have a healthy body and I was so sickly and dying though?”

“It is not-not just you who is beautiful.” Shaeula smirked. “We all-all are. Besides, it is the job of a bold male to claim all the best females. And she clearly has some deep-deep emotions towards you.” Before I could speak, she hurried over and sealed my lips with a finger. “Hush now. It does not-not matter. Soon we will decide, though as Shiro says, we all know-know. But before that…” her expression changed, and she was now a little hesitant. “...I have news of my own.”

“What’s that? Anything to do with all the girls in uniform?” I asked shrewdly, and didn’t fail to notice the girls looking at me with shifty eyes. Not Kana, just the others…

“No, that is another matter, and one we will talk to you about soon-soon. I give you my word.” Shaeula promised, so once more I let it go. She can be tricky, but she never outright lies. It’s fine.

“All right, but… you know, I think military-style uniforms are hot. Maybe later…”

Shiro and Shaeula both blushed, and Asha nodded slowly, eager to please. Kana giggled, saying she would wear it for me, but wouldn’t 'take it off just yet', earning a stern telling off from her father, and after that moment of levity, Shaeula took my hand in her small ones, her face set resolutely.

“The grand opening of the new Spring of Clear Reflections is upon us. Many-many Fae have laboured to create a perfect environment, with a number of cafes, bars, shops and other wonderful-wonderful mortal inventions surrounding the dazzling waters. A great-great number of powerful Fae will be in attendance, and I would-would have you there, as this is our achievement, and…” she swallowed. “I would have you meet-meet my father. He has been most-most annoying and persistent, asking to see you whenever I see-see him.”

Meeting the parents, huh? I frowned, and Shaeula’s face fell, but I gently stroked her hair with my free hand, popping a kiss on her lips. As she sought reassurance, our tongues twisting together noisily, Kana’s father looking away, Ixitt snickering and Ginneka looking on with bare-faced envy, I held her close. When we parted, I spoke. “Of course I’ll come. Your father is my father, just as you treat mine and my mom as your own, and Aiko as your sister. I’ll be sure to do my best to impress as well. Though I hope we don’t end up duelling, like I did with Anna and Shaeraggo.”

Shaeula laughed nervously, wiping at her damp lips. “It should not-not come to that… I hope.” She couldn’t lie to me. “But… father is proud of me, and he does-does know you are the reason I have changed so.”

“No, you changed through your own efforts.” I disagreed, and she laughed, kissing me again.

“Perhaps, but without you to motivate me, I would not-not have striven for change. We should say we both-both contributed, no?”

“All right, enough of that.” Shiro cut in-between us. “Asha, at times like this we need to be assertive, or we’ll miss out. Damn, Aki sure is cold, ignoring beauties like us…”

“If I may…” Ixitt interrupted the banter. “…I am eager to begin, and as my patron, and the ones that made this possible, you should witness it.”

He’s right. Getting down to business, we all gathered around Ixitt and his machine. “So, this is the recycling device, right? The one that will turn waste into treasures?” I turned my attention to Asha. “I have to admit, humanity is wasteful and untidy. We generate huge amounts of rubbish, and ordinarily we burn it or bury a great deal of it, polluting the air, ground and water. There are just so many people and we all want to live as best we can, and recycling is hard, so only a fraction gets reused.”

Asha nodded, casting her eyes towards her Tree, the sapling now growing here. Fortunately it didn’t sprout inside our house but on the hillside. We need to fence it off and look after it… Kana and I had given it a once-over already, so it wasn’t a priority for now. “I see. Yes, we Fae have always lived with nature and the elements, but mortals are different… yet you still create wonders.” She gestured to the cars, the tall buildings that defied her imagination, and more. “Even the terrace on my Tree… at first I was affronted, unsure… but now I see the beauty of harmony, of mortal and Fae ideals co-existing. So…” she looked at Ixitt. “…this is the true height of those ideals?”

“As expected of a venerable daughter of Orion. You are wise…” Ixitt chortled happily.

“I am not venerable…” Asha pouted, and I was struck by the fact not even Fae women liked to talk about their age. “…I am in the blooming of my youth. The time before this was but a bad dream, it is not me, not anymore.”

“I understand. I spoke rashly.” Ixitt apologised smoothly. “My wives say I sometimes can be too blunt when I am researching. But it was intended as praise. You are correct. Trash to treasure, that is the aim.” I imagined if he was back in his normal form his tail would be lashing eagerly. “I do approve. Mortal science exists to push boundaries, to bring advancements that make life easier, happier, safer or more enjoyable. Yet there are always consequences. There is never something for free. So…” he glanced at me and I finished for him.

“Our priority has to be to weather the storm, to save Earth, both the Material and the Astral, from destruction, invasion or any other threats. But… I also want to make the world a better place.” I observed everyone fondly, even Ixitt and Ginneka. “I was running away, living alone, going through the motions, too afraid to care about people, as I didn’t believe I could protect them or make them happy alone…”

“Oh Aki, you damn idiot. I guess I’m one too though. If we were both braver, smarter, more honest, we could have been dating long before this…” Shiro muttered, and I favoured her with a broad grin.

“That aside… thanks to Shaeula and Eri healing my heart, showing me I could protect others, I’ve realised I want the world those I love live in to be beautiful, the best it can be. So… we can do things nobody else has ever dreamed of.” My smile turned shrewd, and I imagined Hinata would be blushing if she could see it. “However, I’m also practical. We can’t thrive on good intentions. So… while we make our world shine brightly, we might as well make a truckload of money. I have a lot of girlfriends and a big extended family, all with expensive tastes, after all.”

“Yes, I’m not a cheap girl, not at all.” Kana smiled, touching her hairclip. “But more than that… Haru-chan, Miyu-chan, the others, even the Tengu who have joined us… you have to look after everyone.”

“Yes, that’s what it means to be an Astral Emperor, I think. If I’m going to rule, I’m going to do it the right way. So… I need those trillions. But I’m not going to get it by pillaging the Earth, because why would I damage what’s ours?” Whether I end up as the Astral Emperor of Earth is still far from decided, but… I have to step up. I can’t assume someone else will do it, or if they do, they’ll be benevolent. I have responsibilities, and they grow every day. Tsukiko-san, Mount Atago, Ginneka, Nie Ling… I’m responsible for all of them, in different ways. So… “Recycling and waste disposal are massive industries. I did some research, and last year the market value of it was more than a trillion yen. And that’s a market I want to be earning from.”

“We can do it better. After all… why destroy, when we can… transform!” Ixitt declared eagerly. He had set up his device, and now poured a heap of trash into the cube. “This is but a small-scale test, fortunately the ether density here is high for the Material, so it is a worthy spot for the first experiment… I fear I am going to need you to spend some ether.” he asked apologetically, and I waved it away. We have it, so that’s fine…

“As you know…” Ixitt started to lecture us proudly, and Kana stifled a theatrical yawn. Ignoring her, he continued. “...Alchemy can be used to break down substances. Now… in the Seelie Court it is used to great effect in preparing ingredients for potions and poultices, separating out valuable minerals from crude ores, and other similar tasks. But we are only limited by our knowledge.” He started to call on his aether. “I have grown so much stronger, and I will not stop gaining strength. Knowledge is a form of strength. I have spent a great deal…”

“Yes, yes you have.” I interjected, and he grinned shamefacedly.

“You have to spend to earn a bigger return.” he chortled. “I invested in many books, much equipment, and I have studied Chemistry, Biology, Physics and more besides. I have just scratched the surface. There is almost too much for one being to learn… but while I live I shall continue to absorb information, and craft wonders. But… Alchemy is limited by knowledge. Extracting metal from an ore is wonderful, but what is left over is useless. But is it? Everything has value. So…” A rainbow of ether surged, and he grimaced at the far greater difficulty of working the device here. “…why not be paid to take this waste, and then get paid again, likely far more, for the treasure it actually is!”

He squinted, and the bluesteel wires shone, forming a series of patterns. Looks like other metals are inlaid on it too. It’s a bit like a magic circle, I suppose… We made noises of approval, and as the light died down, inside the cube was a wondrous scene. It was filled with smaller crystal cubes, each holding a different material. Some were seemingly empty, others contained powders, liquids or small ingots, and with my Eye I could see them all.

Oxygen. Hydrogen. Carbon. Iron. Lead. Tin. Silicon. Even tiny traces of gold and silver.

“Hey, that’s … isn’t that silicon?” Shiro asked, surprised, looking at a pile of dark-grey granules. “I guessed you’d get some out when you started recycling those glass jars and bottles, but… damn, how pure is that stuff?” She had her phone out, only to see it could go for a decent amount. “It’s way more valuable than the glass it’s made from. Semiconductors and other things use a ton of the pure stuff worldwide… uh…”

“That’s the thing.” I grinned. “Turning glass into recycled glass is good for the planet, I suppose, but turning it into silicon and other metals is better. Though…” I pointed to one small cube, containing sodium, and another containing calcium. “…storage is a pain.”

“Trash to treasure. A ton of average waste costs fifty thousand yen to landfill. That’s hardly the sort of money we are looking for. But higher value wastes… we get the money, and if we can get a large enough factory set up, we can turn that into a ton of assorted materials, many of which will be worth their weight in gold. Or even be gold.” Ixitt grinned. “Better, we can use many of the materials in our other projects, reducing our costs substantially, and sell the rest. A ton of waste could be transformed into many millions of yen, potentially.”

“There was forty-one million tons of waste disposed of in Japan last year alone. Think of it…” I grinned.

“I’m thinking of it, I am.” Shiro was tapping on her phone. “Uh… even if we only took ten percent of that… damn.”

“So…” I turned back to Asha. “...the waste, the unsightly messes, we’ll clean them all up. And instead of endless landfills and furnaces we’ll have forests, gardens and glades. The air will become clean as pollution decreases, and while the Seelie Court learns mortal ways…” Shaeula nodded at that. “...we’ll learn Fae ways too, respect nature.”

“And our experiments will have the budget they need, no, deserve.” Ixitt grinned, setting up his next devices. “Now… it is simply infeasible for us to run a huge array of these devices ourselves, the ether cost would be staggering and it would take us away from our important tasks. But…” he grinned. “...power generation… that is definitely a mortal speciality…”

Yeah, Hinata and Mayumi-san are going to be very excited when they see this… very excited indeed. As my Eye shone, I looked at some of the pure elements, and ideas were whirling through my brain. I then felt a chill, as I wondered just what sort of dreadful weapon Alchemy could be in the wrong hands… Damn, disassembling someone into their components would be instantly fatal. Though it obviously can’t be easy, or Mortal Engineers would be the deadliest warriors in the lands of the Fae…


Four Hundred And Twenty-Six


“Now, I may be a beautiful genius…” Shiro spoke, looking at the box of crystal cubes. “…but science isn’t my speciality. I know a bit, but… what’ll happen when the aether runs out and the Alchemy device returns to the Boundary? Aren’t a lot of pure elements a little explosive, poisonous or worse?”

“Of course. That is why we have started small-scale.” Ixitt pointed out. “I do admit a fascination for the principles of explosions and chemical reactions. I fear those of us of a more spiritual leaning are often more interested in the end results, not the process. Aether is powerful, a mediator of laws and principles, but that which is not truly understood will never reach the heights of true power.”

A mediator of laws and principles? An interesting phrase… At Ixitt’s words, I thought of my own experiences. It seemed to be largely true, and the same definitely applied to elements as well, otherwise Shaeula wouldn’t have grown stronger when she started to understand the actual composition and effects of the air, and the movements of it. Aether costs are lessened and it’s far easier to do something we understand is possible. It can still achieve potentially impossible feats, like creating matter out of seemingly nothing, but then, is that actually truly impossible?

I wasn’t Arisu-san, with her keen interest in physics, and as Ixitt went on to explain that this was just a testing device, and the actual planned factory would funnel the separated solids, liquids and gases into a number of specially prepared holding tanks, I found myself thinking about her. A talk show, huh? I’ve been on TV before, there was the reporter in Kyoto that interviewed me, and the press conference in London, but… oh well, I’m honestly not sure whether I’ll be the star of the show or not. Arisu-san certainly has that ice-cold charisma, and quite the backstory of tragedy, betrayal and revenge.

But in our experiments with her Room, I had realised that what seemed impossible likely wasn’t. Matter can be created from nothing, right? Else how did our universe start? I think Quantum Mechanics allows all sorts of weirdness, like you can pass through solid objects, the chance is just so small that you’d need to try for many times the age of the universe for the necessary states to align…

With those thoughts in mind, I saw Ixitt produce a small device made of silver and crystal, in which was placed a blue Etherite, which surprised me. “I thought you were saving the blue ones for artificial Ether Spires?” My Eye flared, showing me the description.

Artificial Boundary To Material Connection – This genius work of Mortal Engineering allows a small area of your Territory that you have full ownership of in the Material that is connected to a Boundary area that you also control to be supplied with energy, pulling Ether and Aether from the Astral and dispersing it over the surrounding small area.


I see. That’s certainly useful if it stacks, and it seems like it does… The Device shone, a rainbow glow glittering across the metal and blue Etherite. Ixitt looked to have inserted some sort of fuel, a powder of red and orange, and soon my Eye could notice the difference in density. It’s not a huge gain, but on top of what we already have…

“Fortunately, now we have trade with the Night Parade, our supply of higher-end Etherites has increased. And the artificial Ether Spires are condensing a number of red and orange ones.” Ixitt rubbed his hands in glee. “This device was the hardest to manufacture, I am afraid green Etherites are unable to take the strain. If only there was a way to get our hands on the precious indigo or violet ones…” His expression was greedy, wistful.

“Speaking of the Hyakki Yagyō…” Shaeula interrupted, smiling wickedly at Ginneka. “…we can now-now fulfil our promise. You will be working hard, cat.” As Ginneka made a mewling noise of surprise, Shaeula turned to at Asha and Shiro. “I would test-test the ability of this thieving cat to bring alcohol to the Boundary. Not-not only for trade, but for my grand-grand opening of the Spring. I wish to impress, and also extract as much-much wealth from the powerful of the Court as I can.” Her smile was now positively wicked. “This all depends on the cat, however.”

“I’m sure she’ll be helpful, won't you?” I asked, and Ginneka hurried to agree. I turned to Kana’s father. “I don’t suppose you can do me a favour and go shopping for booze? Get a mixture of beers, wines, spirits and some high-end stuff too. You can keep a few bottles for you and your family as well. Karen-chan will sort you out with the money.”

With that agreed, the girls offered to return to the Boundary and sample the drinks extensively, making the excuse they had to thoroughly test the effects and potency of the transfer. Leaving them to it, I continued talking with Ixitt, admiring the device.

“So, it’s fuelled by Etherite powder?” I asked, and he shook his head.

“Not exactly. The power comes from the ambient ether, the powder is an accelerant, a catalyst, much as the blue Etherite is. The materials are spectacular, quite unlike anything from the Seelie Court. Study of it and the Materia Tree is advancing Mortal Engineering by leaps and bounds. There are still some areas they are insufficient though.” He launched into a grand speech about the types of materials needed. The silver metal was adequate for most purposes, and the crystals and Etherites worked for other things, but apparently wires to transmit aether were missing, as bluesteel could be spun to transmit elements, but had very poor efficiency with aether.

“For now I am spinning the silver metal into strands, but it is a labour and aether-intensive process. Wires and threads are crucial, so a workaround would be a substantial breakthrough.” he finished. “I had considered one possibility…” He peered at the girls, who shivered.

“I’m getting a bad feeling all of a sudden…” Shiro muttered, and Ixitt waved one hand.

“It is nothing to be concerned about. I have seen old records of silk from ancient spiders being used to inlay certain magical circles and runes. Apparently the silk takes on the properties of the spider itself. So I thought that hair from those with great power would work similarly…” As he spoke, all of the girls covered their heads protectively.

“No way! A girl’s hair is her life. If you think you’re having mine, you’re mad!” Shiro denied him. Shaeula followed up with a similarly angry refusal.

“You would not-not wish to see my beautiful amber locks shorn away, would you?” she asked me, and I sighed. I’m not fussy, but I do love long hair on girls. Yet…

“Yes, none of you would be right with short hair, but Ixitt does raise one interesting point. But we won’t be experimenting on any of you.” I promised. “We’ve all been strengthened, but I wonder, does it apply to hair as well? Ordinary hair has tensile strength comparable to steel, so…” I pulled a few strands free from my own head. “...I’m curious. Run some tests.” I handed the strands to Ixitt.

“Of course. Load bearing, aether throughput… but your hair is too short to be much use…” Ixitt wheedled.

“If the results are good, I’ll experiment with regrowing hair with Ether Healing. If, and only if that works, we’ll ask for suitable volunteers to donate.” The girls looked extremely put off, but Ginneka was the one shivering now, seeing my meaningful gaze. A shapeshifter can definitely replace cut hair…

“I think we should change the subject, Aki.” Shiro told me. “Now I could really use those drinks. You come too, Aki. No point being able to be in two places at once if you can’t make use of it.”

“That’s a good idea. I can better understand Ginneka’s grasp on the Divine Favour.” I agreed. “But before that…” Ixitt was setting up a number of small silver spires. “…what are we testing?”

“There is so much, I can hardly wait to start.” Ixitt chortled. “But the key element is… sustainability. Much as I would like, we cannot have Ginneka constantly returning key equipment to the mortal world.”

“I should think not, nya. I agreed to help, but I am a woman of leisure, nya. I deserve fair treatment!”

Ignoring that interjection, he continued. “You have considered the same issue. Now…” he brought up a design schematic on one of his tablets. “…the weight of accumulated trash per cubic metre varies by type, from around eight thousand kilograms for steel and other metal waste, to less than two hundred and fifty kilograms for general household wastes. A cubic metre seems the ideal volume for the Alchemical devices to work with. Yes, for some wastes, such as old fridges, cars, heavy machinery… a cutting process would be required. After all, damage to the waste is irrelevant.”

His schematics showed the underground factory split into several parts. A huge storage facility, where waste would be sorted into rough types. Fortunately, unlike traditional recycling there was no real problem if other types crept in, so that was one time and labour-intensive overhead saved. There would then be transport belts that would move the waste to the cubes, heavier, more cumbersome items such as household appliances and cars routed through an automated cutting area first, where robotic arms would slice up large objects into manageable chunks.

“I see. It’s a production line, and again, unlike manufacturing, the robotics on the line can be relatively cheap and crude, as we don’t need precision.” I mused. “It’ll take a lot of power to run though…”

“Here.” he pointed. “The underground will be supplied with electricity by a bank of hydrogen fuel cells. The hydrogen is sourced from our own recycling, and the produced water can be routed into a chamber for recycling and the hydrogen then resupplied. A virtuous circle. Eventually, we would replace these with our own prototype battery and generation technology, but… one thing at a time.”

“That sounds amazing. But isn’t it impossible?” Kana asked. She had stayed behind when her father left, since she wasn’t going to be of much use buying alcohol. “I’m not the best student, I do enough to keep up appearances, but I know such free energy schemes violate the laws of… uh, I’m being stupid, aren’t I?” she flushed red, embarrassed.

“No, not really.” Shiro laughed. “It’s kind of cute, girl. Anyway, it’s not a closed system, we are adding extra power from the Boundary, in terms of aether, you see? So it only seems like some perpetual motion scam device.”

Asha, who was looking at the display, somewhat confused, shook her head. “This world is too strange for me to grasp, but… I understand you are doing it to make the world clean again.”

“And of course, to profit greatly.” Shaeula puffed out her chest proudly. “Money makes this mortal world-world go round. Without wealth, our dreams are simply that-that. Dreams. But yes, the mortal world has many-many wonders and delights I would not-not be without now I have tasted them, but there are the ugly things too. Dirt-dirt, waste, poverty, crime. All-all should be eliminated in the world we will inherit. There are similar issues that plague the Seelie Court too. Incompetence. Malice, enemies within and-and without. Lack of entertainment, boredom, malaise.”

“Yeah. I would say there’s no way that humanity can ever pull together, but… an outside threat such as whatever might be coming could do the trick. But we’ll plan for the worst. Carry on.” I said to Ixitt, who then detailed a large number of Alchemy devices, where cubic metres of waste were poured in, disassembled, and the materials moved to large storage containers of various types. Some were pressurised, for gases, others were heavily reinforced due to containing dense metals, and there were some others made of special materials to store incredibly hazardous elements with high oxidising or basic properties. The storage tanks were then mobile, able to be moved on a system of rails to go outside to be taken away, and replacement storage tanks easily slotted in.

Shiro whistled, seeing an animated demonstration of it. “Damn, the start-up costs are going to be brutal.”

“Indeed. And that is not all. Above-ground, there will be a second facility.” He showed details of more production-lines. “These are the production site for the proposed battery technologies, as well as the joint project with Ichijou house. With access to materials from below, the cost basis should be reduced to the minimum.”

“So what are you doing with that Mayumi girl?” Shiro asked, and Ixitt brought up more schematics.

“They wanted weapon-tech, being as Ichijou house is the premier manufacturer of armaments in Japan.” he pointed out. “And also some other profitable side projects, such as light and strong composite materials. Even split between us, I anticipate large profits, Though our battery and recycling technologies are not in scope of the agreement, and the wealth from that falls to us.”

“Hinata will be smiling so much her head will explode.” Shiro smirked. “She’s got quite the rivalry going with that other girl. Friends hate to lose to each other. It’s probably why Yasu is so wound up right now. His harem dreams have been stolen by one of his friends. If you started going out with Hisano, that would push him over the edge, Aki. I’m almost tempted to see it” Her grin was wicked.

I held in a sigh. “Come on, she’s just a trainee. Sure, now I know she’s Yasu-san’s cousin, I’m keeping more of an eye on her, but… there’s nothing going on there!”

“For once I believe Akio.” Kana jumped in. “I’m in change of the trainees, so I spend a lot of time with them. Though Hisano-chan is grateful. She’s changed a lot. She’s got some confidence now. But she’s not stupid. She knows her place. Going up against us is too big an ask for any normal girl. That way only heartbreak lies.”

“Us, huh? Think highly of yourself, don’t you, Kana?” Shiro teased, and she laughed proudly.

“Of course I do. You should too. After all, we’re the ones that Akio pursued!” She struck her chest for emphasis.

“You’re right.” Shiro agreed, a little surprised. “I never thought about it like that.”

“Back on topic…” I changed the subject, as it was getting a little uncomfortable. “What sort of volumes are we talking? Getting the waste to the site and the refined materials out might be challenging based on the location of the site.”

“Of course. I have planned for that as well.” Ixitt said proudly. “Schematics for underground tunnels with transportation trains leading to the Sagami Bay. Goods can be shipped in via sea, or by road and rail.”

“Shit, aren’t tunnels under Tokyo like a hundred billion per kilometre? And these ones look bigger and deeper. I doubt even Mayumi’s rich family can swallow that cost upfront.” Shiro remarked.

On seeing the plans, I had a flash of inspiration. “No, but… if we have access to a lot of wielders of earth element, and potentially even just a large number of those who can use aether… coupled with artificial Boundary To Material Connections… no… ugh… I can see my ether being spent brutally…”

“Yes. If you purchase the land along the proposed route…” Ixitt wheedled. Fortunately most of it was under existing roads, so the nominal ownership agreement would apply and I wouldn’t need to spend money to buy it.

“It’s one hell of an investment, but even if you think long-term… having a large underground recycling facility and production lines could be useful in an apocalypse.” Shiro pointed out. “Moving the weapon production lines below-ground…” she gestured to a large open space on the schematic that wasn’t being used. “…we have to prepare for the worst, right? And…”

“Yes. A smaller tunnel, just for people, linking to our prospective new home in central Tokyo.” I traced the line. “Basically, everything will be a fortress. A very expensive fortress.”

“Of course, this is all assuming we can scale the technology.” Ixitt had finished assembling his devices. “And for that, we need to know just how Ginneka’s abilities work. Hence this setup.” He pointed to the structures, which my Eye told me were Artificial Warehouses. He took out a number of small metal balls, and they vanished inside. “Now, we wait. One we will force to drain the aether within it rapidly, a couple as controls, one we will try and see if we can replenish the aether manually, and these…” He pulled out more devices. “...I would see if we can convert electricity to aether. After all, lightning is electricity, no?”

At his mad-scientist grin I found I was getting interested myself. I miss crafting items. I haven’t done it in a while, not needing to, having Ixitt and Bjarki on hand. But… I still have a few ideas of my own, and some of the Skills and cCasses help out in other ways. Perhaps I should get involved. I have the ability to be in two places at once now, so surely I have some extra time…
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“Seems to work just fine.” Shiro grinned, a little red-faced, as she poured out more shots of whiskey. “Go on Tsukiko, drink up. This is really good stuff! You too Eri. No point worrying about being underage here, is there?”

Shaeula had needed no invitation and was rather intoxicated already. Empty beer cans were scattered around her, faint traces of aether still clinging to them as she drank from her own bottle of strong spirits. Ginneka was curled up into a ball, sipping at some sake, and her bemused brother also had some liquor in his hands.

Meanwhile, I was also watching Ixitt’s experiments, and the results were exceptionally fascinating. As expected, exhausting all of the aether more rapidly would dismiss an object, but it could be supplemented when Laverna’s blessing was already applied, much like I could keep people with inferior Chakra networks in the Boundary by topping them up with Chirurgery. What was even more interesting was that Ixitt had moved into testing basic items, such as a brick, a bar of iron, bluesteel, Dwarven iron and silver, and the materials from my Buildings and the Materia Tree. Bluesteel and the Dwarven metals vanished back to the Boundary more quickly, as we had anticipated, as they were not native to the Material, but…

“So why do the resources from the Tree last longer than even bricks or iron bars?” I mused.

“I believe it might be their special nature.” Ixitt was overjoyed at the results. “They are extremely sensitive to ether, elemental energies and perhaps more…”

“Yeah, adherence at the least.” I agreed.

“It seems that the efficiency of imbued aether is high, and perhaps…” He moved several more outside the area of the artificial Connection. “…it absorbs some of the ambient ether. If so, the difference in density should show a time variance in their existence here.”

“If it follows some sort of linear rule, that would confirm it.” I suggested, and Ixitt agreed.

“In addition, destroying the object seems to hasten the departure.” Ixitt concluded, looking at a number of destroyed ingots and crystals. “But changing it in certain ways…” He gestured at the pool of molten iron I had created by melting a block of metal. “…has seemingly no effect on the time it remains. Now, I wonder… what about alloying?”

As we discussed this, I was also observing the alcohol. Drinking it didn’t make it disappear, as it wasn’t destroyed, at least not immediately, but I was still half-expecting it to vanish eventually. Would that remove the effect, as if it was never drunk in the first place? If so, that has both pluses and minuses… I have to say, testing the booze with the girls is more enjoyable though, especially…

I couldn’t help but smile as I watched the girls ply Tsukiko-san with alcohol. It was then my attention was back on the Material though, as a military motorcade pulled up at the base of the shrine, and out got several soldiers, including one of the military Chosen I didn’t know that well, escorting a downcast and submissive woman.

Once they arrived at the Shrine where Ixitt was setting up a portable forge, ready to begin mixing together various substances, the soldier saluted me. “Oshiro-san, we have brought the prisoner to be handed over into your custody. If you could sign this…” He pushed some documents my way on a clipboard, and after scanning them to make sure nothing was untoward, I signed them.

“In that case, I will be going.” He saluted one final time, but not before shooting a sharp look at Nie Ling, who shrunk under the anger. As they left, I pushed down my complex feelings about her and offered my hand.

“How does it feel to be outside?” I asked, and after a moment she shook my hand lightly and I could feel her trembling, her eyes watery.

“It is… not unpleasant.” she said in Chinese. “But… I don’t know what my future holds, or what the right decision was.”

“Who ever does? It’s lovely when the easy thing is the right thing, but quite often we have to choose between a number of wrong things. For tonight you’ll have to stay here at the training school. Don’t worry, there are a number of spare rooms available still.”

She nodded. “I understand. I… suppose that is all I can hope for. I can’t return to China, not now.”

“No, even if we’d let you go, which isn’t really an option, you wouldn’t have a good time there.” I agreed. Considering the damage the invasion caused to already fragile Japan-China relations, and also the fact she betrayed their so-called Department for Managing Divine Mysteries, she’d be whisked off for interrogation, and likely liquidation. She knows too much.

“I never asked for this…” she began again, and I sighed.

“I know. But then a lot happens in life we didn’t want, we just have to make the best of it. It’s not like I’m going to torture you. But you will work hard.” I promised sternly. She flinched, but nodded after a moment, acknowledging her position.

As I glanced over at the busy Ixitt, I outlined her first task. “Now, if you could send a few people into their dreams, bringing them here… that would be a good start.”

“Here?” She seemed incredulous. “This is reality, not a dream.”

“Hey, to them, we are but a dream. Just like the butterfly dreaming it was a person. It’s all about perspective.” I murmured softly, and I was thinking that her whole situation was a matter of perspective, different from wherever she was standing. Yes, it’s easy to decide from one viewpoint, but… that’s not how life works…
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“We meet again.” Eri spoke coolly, and Nie Ling looked down, chastened. Eri let out a bored, irritated sigh at that. “Oh, do grow up. I get you like feeling sorry for yourself, but… one of the victims of your invasion is here. She died and nearly had her spirit eaten.”

At that, Nie Ling seemed surprised, and the elegant Tsukiko-san nodded regally, though her faintly red cheeks and slight sway betrayed that she was rather drunk. I glanced over at the others, and Shaeula shrugged, her smile cheeky.

“Yes, I am Matsumuro Tsukiko, the Diviner. I was killed by that which threatened you. If it was not for these who risked their all to save me…” She glanced at me, Shaeula, Shiro and others gratefully. “…I would not exist. As it is, I am here in spirit, unable to return to the life I lived. And many would envy me. But for the Definite being overthrown by those who do not know how to give up…” Her smile was genuine and heartfelt, and somehow alluring. “…not just those that died as a direct result of your actions would lament. No, how many thousands, tens of thousands would be devoured? The great golden-eyed fiend is rapacious, ravenous. It would eat and eat until nothing remains.”

“I know that…” she whispered. “...but I surely have the right to look out for myself?”

“If yooou do…” Hyacinth growled, having been quiet up until now. “…then yooou can not complain when we use yooou for our own ends. Hyacinth has… I have dooone bad things, I know it, though I dooo not remember.” She looked away, her silver-violet eyes full of deep emotions. “…so I make amends. If nooot to the victims of my actions, then tooo those who wish to stop future sadness. The world is cruel. I dooo sympathise. For Akio and the mistresses I wooould do terrible things, worse than to the Myconids.” she shuddered. “But sympathy will nooot stop me using you. Now, dry your tears, woman. Self-pity is ooonly a temporary comfort to yourself, it will never heal yooou. Only doing for ooothers will save your heart. Trust me, Hyacinth knooows well.”

“She is quite-quite right.” Shaeula agreed, going over to give Hyacinth a hug. “We did not-not show the Myconids mercy, for they deserved none. We have killed, and perhaps we could have handled matters in other ways. But there is no-no turning back the past. Only the future. You made-made your choice. It might have been between a bad-bad and a worse, but you still chose. Now prove yourself worth-worth the sacrifices you forced on others. If so, I will say-say your choice was right. If not-not…” She didn’t finish, but the withering contempt in her amber eyes was plain.

“I… all right. I know.” Nie Ling pouted. She looked to Daiyu for sympathy, but she had none to give, being on the other side of the battle, despite their circumstances and flight from China being similar. Seeing that, Nie Ling sighed bitterly. “I’ll pay for my survival.”

“Good. And if you do, one day… no, let’s not talk about the future. But the now. So…” I pointed to a number of Mortal Engineers waiting eagerly, as well as the leader of the weaselkin musicians, Tillyae. Shaeula had long wanted to bring mortal music to the Boundary and lower Astral, but a Throne slot for Tillyae seemed wasteful. But if she can be sent to the Material for a few hours here and there, she can learn our songs and teach them to her musicians. I wonder if they would actually give benefits like their own songs do?

As Nie Ling set to work, struggling at the concept of sending them the other way, I asked Shiro to buff her. She rolled her eyes at me, but she did it, and soon the first couple of weaselkin vanished, and over in the Material my other body watched in surprise as they appeared, blinking and confused for a moment, the shimmer of aether around them visible even to the naked eye.

“At last… helpers!” Ixitt crowed triumphantly, and as several more appeared, including Tillyae, I grimaced. Wow, unlike all those who had a Throne, these ones are here in their ordinary appearance… just wow. Echoing my sister, I pinched my nose, feeling a headache coming on. So it works, but this complicates things a bit…


Four Hundred And Twenty-Seven


“It looks like I’ve really been missing out. I’m so jealous.” Hinata teased, pouting prettily, though her face was red with excitement, her brown eyes sparkling as she looked around, still in the elegant and old-fashioned sailor uniform of Hanafubuki. She clasped her hands together, rubbing them eagerly as she continued. “It’s just like being over there…”

“Hinata, you’ve been well, I trust?” I asked, greeting her happily as she ran into my arms. I gave her a hug, and her eyes were damp and her breath was coming fast, before I let her go when I heard someone coughing politely. Hinata backed away, a trace regretful, but she straightened her uniform and adopted a graceful mien. I turned to the amused Mayumi-san, who greeted me as well, her own curiosity soaring.

“Akio-kun…” she addressed me rather informally. “…is this… it must be, I can’t think of any other explanation…” Behind her was Miyu, as well as all their bodyguards, and a number of the new nobility, sons and daughters alike, who Shaeula and I had performed Chirurgery on, though there were a few female faces I didn’t recognise, so letting my Eye shine a little, I established they had received Chirurgery, and recently as well, as their networks were still flushing debris slowly. If it’s something Shaeula has done, I can trust her. Besides, getting further nobles in our debt is no bad thing.

“…it’s time then?” Mayumi-san finished, her eagerness plain to everyone.

“Not quite.” I amended. “But it’s a huge step closer.” Looking around, over the last two hours, Nie Ling and Ginneka had been worked to the bone, Shaeula and I constantly topping them up while Shiro kept them buffed. We had now brought over dozens of Fae from our Territory, as well as large amounts of equipment and samples to test. Conversely, on the mortal side we had gathered a number of the Black Wolf Company, and they were helping out in the experiments.

“Fucking hell, manual labour… if my hands get all calloused, I’ll lose the pleasure of touching the soft skin of a woman.” Aliyah was grumbling, as she hefted a heavy metal girder on her shoulders. Behind her, one of the men of the Company quipped that she never got her hands on any cute girls anyway, and he had to duck as she swung the heavy metal burden at him aggressively.

The man rolled away, laughing, knowing she wouldn’t actually kill him with it, and as she grumbled, she set the heavy weight down on a roped-off area of ground with a great sigh. “This isn’t what I signed up for… but I guess it beats getting shot.” She grimaced, before a faint surge of ruby energy was unleashed from her, and the ground liquefied, the metal girder sinking down until it vanished. “Get the GPR over here.” she called, and another mercenary rushed over, carrying a small device.

“GPR?” Mayumi-san asked, and I explained we were testing rapid and enhanced construction techniques, and the ground-penetrating radar was used to check the results.

“I can do it with my Eye…” I finished. “…but I have more important things to look at, so use technology for what it’s best at...”

“…and Mortal Engineering for what it is not.” Ixitt declared, hopping over, still as ecstatic as someone who had discovered they had won first prize on a lottery. “Greetings to you, Hinata, Mayumi.” As always, Ixitt didn’t bother with niceties or social norms. Shaeula is the same. The Fae have their own customs and polite manners of speech, but the two of them seldom bother, and not for the same reasons.

“I expect you are eager to get started on the factory, but we have some issues to work out. But… now we can make progress many orders of magnitude faster.” He grinned, eyes eager as he looked out over where Mortal Engineers were fussing over devices and samples excitedly, making notes, many marvelling over the laptops and tablet computers Ixitt had provided. With my money, of course. Mad science doesn’t come cheap…

Behind them, a number of ratkin and weaselkin were firing off assault rifles and pistols, others making notes. The equipment was from the Black Wolf, and was only allowed via special dispensation as part of the Ministry laws. Fortunately other more eye-catching laws took all the media attention. Also here was the Dwarf Bjarki, who was looking towards the impressive structures of Tokyo proper in the distance, muttering to himself about such great feats of construction.

“Issues?” Mayumi-san asked, and Ixitt explained.

“Yes. Over the last few hours we have run many tests, confirming some results I have obtained before.” He shook his head mournfully. “I have so much to study, to learn, and so little time. But now we have the personnel available…” He paused meaningfully, and the nervous Nie Ling, who was sitting down, exhausted, sipping on a drink, shuddered. Seeing that, I sighed.

“Look, Nie Ling…”

“Call me Ling. When you say my full name, it sounds like you are angry with me.” she responded softly, and I held in another sigh.

“Fine, Ling.” I persisted. “Yes, you’re working hard, but compared to what you were doing before, is this really a hardship? You don’t have to fight, or cause deaths, and you can make the world a slightly better place with your aid. I think you shouldn’t forget the situation that lead you to here, or forget to be grateful for another chance.”

Hinata agreed. “Yes, even if you just think about how many of your comrades in invasion died, I’d think you’d be a little grateful all you have to do is work.” She looked at me then, pouting once more. “I’m a little jealous of Motoko and Natsumi, you know. They’re at home, resting. I think they are more mentally exhausted than physically tired, but… it sounds like it was a lot of fun from what I hear!”

“Do you want to fight then, Hinata?” Mayumi-san was surprised. Behind her, Miyu smiled softly, remembering her own rough start in the Boundary, and the efforts I had made to break her of her terror of battle. “I thought you were more like me, interested in the practical side.”

“Fighting? That doesn’t interest me.” she confirmed. “But the challenges sounded a lot of fun, apart from the end… sorry, Akio.” She apologised, seeing my expression, and I pulled her close for another hug.

“It’s fine. Fungbō, I don’t care about that bastard, but even though Shungbō was a bit of a prick, he didn’t deserve that end.” No, it was a grisly end, but perhaps some good has come from it… It wasn’t quite there yet, but I could feel the faint stirrings of Kin Bonding linking me to Haanōbō, and also Arangbō and Tarōbō. I guess my words, the stupid bet… us fighting together… it all does mean something within me. I guess a part of me does see her, and by extension her brother and father, as family after all…

“There won’t be a next time, though. Yes, some of the trials were fun. When we were in London, Motoko was a far daintier eater. I never knew she had such an appetite. And that’s the joy in my life now.” I tightened my hug, rubbing Hinata’s hair, and while Ixitt snickered and Miyu looked on warmly, Mayumi-san glanced down, lowering her eyes, face slightly pink. “Finding out more about you all excites me.”

“Of course.” Miyu agreed calmly. “In London, were you not usually with my grandfather or other dignitaries? Motoko-san is far too well-bred to shame herself. But… with you she can show her true self. We all can.” She looked at Michiru-san beside her, her expression happy.

“One thing about fighting is it brings in the wealth.” Hinata explained to her friend, snuggling into my grip. “We have Mount Atago now as well, don't we? Fire element?”

“Yes, we should start filling Elemental Silos from the tithed energy soon. That gives us more options.”

“So see?” Hinata's tone was bright, eager. “Fighting isn’t my dream, but seeing what Akio sees, and generating new wealth and opportunities… even if I leave that to others, I need to be strong enough to protect myself. I won’t be a weakness for others to exploit.” she promised.

“All wise sentiments.” Ixitt agreed. “But back on the subject of progress…” He pointed out where the testing was going on. Bullets were being fired, and they discharged with bursts of jade wind, ruby earth, and other colourful elements. Other Mortal Engineers were measuring damage to set-up blocks of concrete, steel plates and more. “…the ammunition works as planned here. I think it will satisfy your aims, Mayumi.”

She watched for a while, before conceding that. “Yes, father and grandfather want military technology, and I agree there’s money to be made. But I want a product that we can sell everywhere, that everybody will want. And while military equipment may be that, we can’t sell those worldwide. I’m not a fool.”

“You can’t have what we have planned.” Hinata teased. “But… if you have any ideas, we can assist, though we’ll also be taking our half of your profits.”

“Half of a massive cake is better than a whole cupcake.” Mayumi-san insisted piously. “Besides, our interests are truly entangled.” Mayumi-san looked at me seriously. “We stand or fall together. After all, you have a large minority stake in Ichijou Heavy Industries now. You’d hardly want that to be worthless.”

“More like you want to use that to drag Akio in deeper.” Hinata shot back. “I’ve got my eye on you!”

As they bickered, I looked at the tired Ling again. At first I wondered what use a lot of the Divine Favours were. Laverna’s makes sense. Bringing in weapons and more would help one grow stronger. But Ling’s… now I see it though. A Territory can be built through the help of others, and the reverse can lead to many opportunities. Even with Yasaka-san’s Book Of Providence, I get it. If I had that ability, I now think I could have used it to get stronger. Knowledge is power, after all.

“How’s Yasaka-san doing?” I asked Ixitt. “I bet he’s pissed off having to work again after only just getting back. Although he didn’t really have to do much on Mount Atago…”

“We are asking questions to help confirm our results and test our hypotheses. Now then.” He drew the attention of the girls. “We have concluded that it is possible to advance our plans, to an extent. Many of the alloys failed, but some seem to persist, even when the aether leaves them completely. Of course, we had to verify using Yasaka’s wisdom.” He continued to explain as we walked around the bustling hillside, approaching Asha’s Tree. She was standing there, watching it fondly, accompanied by Kana, her family, Shirohebi, and also Haanōbō and Arangbō, who were still looking around with awe.

I still can’t get over the fact we have a Rhyming Tree here, or should I say here as well, being as it’s the same Tree… it’s grown several inches just in the few hours I’ve been watching.

As the first Tree to be present in both Astral and Material in more than fifteen hundred years, this Rhyming Tree will spread Nature, Wood and Water Elements freely, deepening the Ether density of the surrounding area, and increasing the effect of abilities that magnify such. Drawing on the latent attributes of both Material and Spiritual, the Tree and its bound other self, the Dryad Asha, will grow stronger in turn. The Tree is an embodiment of fertility, and the Earth Elemental energies the Tree radiates will dramatically increase the fertility of those bathed in it, with longer exposure proving more effective.


Fertility again, huh? I looked at the pretty white and pink blossoms covering the small Tree, the scent calming. But then, Shirohebizumi… On seeing my look, the White Snake in his human form trotted over, followed by the Izumi family, Asha and the Tengu.

“The atmosssphere here, it isss magnificent.” Shirohebi hissed. “It isss not too far removed from the ssshrine in the Boundary.”

“To think, it has only been a few months since all this began.” Masaji-san, Kana’s grandfather mused, rubbing at his chin, deep in contemplation. “To think my granddaughter, rebellious and poorly behaved, would bring the one who could revitalise our shrine, no, the faith as a whole.”

“Hey, that’s rude!” Kana flushed. “I wasn’t badly behaved!”

“Not just that…” Nagi-san, her mother, giggled, looking younger than her age. “…our Kana found love too. She’s all grown up.”

“Not yet, mom!” Kana protested, before her flush deepened, as she realised what she had implied. “I mean, oh by the Kami…” she swore. “…I don’t know what I mean!”

As gentle laughter echoed out, Masaji-san continued. “You promised us you would bring our shrine out of the doldrums and into glory…”

“And help me gather the power of adherence. And asss promisssed, you have, and you will.” Shirohebi looked at the Tree. “It isss rich with the power of fertility. And our ssshrine is once sssuch. Worssshippersss will come from afar to pray here. And the power will be gathered. Not all for usss.” They looked at Asha. “You too ssshould have a place here. I am not too proud to ssshare.”

The Izumi family seemed surprised at that, before Kana jumped up happily. “That’s a good idea, Asha! I mean, the distinction between Kami and other spiritual beings is stupid anyway. I think you, or Hyacinth, or Shaeula…” She glanced at the Tengu then, her smile wicked. “…or maybe even Yōkai like you… it’s all the same. If they’re on our side, I don’t see why we can’t respect them.”

“Respect isn’t veneration.” her grandfather insisted softly, but after asking Shirohebi if that was what they wanted, he conceded. “But… this site will be special. After all, the Tree of one of your women will be here. Will it grow as large as in the Boundary?” he asked, and I nodded.

“I think so. It’ll be a wonder of the world. And it’ll need protecting. Even when we move the Anchor, the Tree and the Ring Gates are vital. In fact…” In addition to the factory tunnels, we should link our new estate and here by underground railways. Though leaving a path for me to run along might actually be quicker… damn, who’d have thought I’d ever think that?

“Plans are already in place.” Ixitt promised. It was then that Keomi-chan, followed as usual by the taciturn, withdrawn Hotene-san, as well as the two sisters, shrine maidens of Shirohebizumi who had been excluded previously due to the quota, but now were also involved, came for Kana, dragging her away. She gave me a helpless glance, to more laughter from her mother, before they too left to handle other matters, leaving Asha and the Tengu behind.

“I see you are here as well.” Mayumi-san said to Asha. “Is it like the others, or…?”

“No, I am freely able to walk the mortal world.” Asha responded, idly looking down to the grass at her feet. Pretty flowers were blooming, probably her Skill in action, and Mayumi-san stared down, enthralled. “My Tree too.” One hand stroked the bark tenderly. “I wonder…will we replicate the terrace here?”

“Not unless we work out a way to deal with the wind. I suppose we could enclose it in glass…” I mused. “Besides that…” I gazed at the Tengu Ling had brought over. “How does it feel to see the mortal world?” As I said that, several huge lorries of goods were being driven up to the shrine, and I could see Ginneka, her tail standing on end, staring at them balefully.

Sorry, but we need it all moved for tomorrow’s grand opening of the Spring of Clear Reflections. I was also enjoying the drinking party in the Boundary, and the atmosphere there was intense, with so many beings coming and going between the two worlds.

“It is quite the shock.” Arangbō admitted. “Fungbō, my fool of a brother… if only he realised. We have been isolated too long, the world has passed us by. When you arrived at our mountain home…” Haanōbō dipped her wings at that, embarrassed. “…our fates were set in stone. Fortunately, my dear sister is charming and found a new brother, so…”

Her frosty silence in response to the teasing made him chuckle, and he continued. “…what could have been a disaster turned out merely to be a chance meeting. One that promises much. And mortal alcohol is enticing indeed. I can see why those fiends from the Hyakki Yagyō will trade highly for it.”

“How high they fly…” Haanōbō observed some aeroplanes, far distant. “We looked down on the earth, the dirt, calling those without wings fools, disdaining them, but… are we the fools, brother?”

“No.” I shook my head. “It’s simply that we strive for what we don’t have, and together, we can get it. Isn’t that what science is all about?”

Haanōbō glanced at me, yellow-gold eyes hard, and she probably wanted to say something like 'why did you answer me' but wisely kept her silence. Ixitt nodded, agreeing with me.

“Yes, and that is what we seek here. Everything has a reason. Even aether follows rules. And here it is much easier to tease them out. There surely is a reason certain alloys of the material from the Materia Tree and mundane metals remain, and others do not. We can convert aether to lightning element, and lightning to your electricity, but the reverse is yet elusive. And knowing there are principles behind it, we can solve these issues.” He continued to explain, and when he got into the relationship between ether density and longevity of items and beings brought to the Material, displaying some graphs, the girls tuned out.

“I understand knowing is important.” Mayumi-san sighed. “But can we turn it into profit?”

“Of course.” Ixitt laughed. He pointed to where several Mortal Engineers were carrying a solid-looking glass box, the seals reinforced with metal. Within it was a lump of some organic matter, and seeing the colour and texture I realised it was a chunk of Duke Myrcolaxriath. Seeing my concerned gaze, Ixitt reassured me.

“Have no fear, we are taking proper precautions with the remains of the Duke.” he promised. “But this proves my point. Demand for poor Hyacinth to culture more of the fungal growth outstrips the time she can spend on it. She has many other matters to attend to, including you.” His smile was wry and a little amused. “But the material is too precious not to use. Even equipping everyone with the new Brigandine armour is an exhausting task. Now…”

He addressed Hinata and Mayumi-san seriously. “We certainly wish to make wonderful, custom equipment and items for those of us who require them. We need the best. But the Territory, and to a far greater extent, the Seelie Court, Japan… there is no way we can meet such demand. No, the aim is to mass produce. But it is not possible. No matter how strong Hyacinth is it would take her many decades to produce enough of the fallen Duke to equip your armies with uniforms. Even making them would take master Bjarki many long years. No, that will not do, their time is better spent elsewhere, after setting the initial production in motion.”

“Of course. Opportunity cost and economies of scale. I know business.” Mayumi-san declared proudly. “Bespoke items have their place, as the daughter of Ichijou house I can’t be seen wearing something others can. But… making a dozen yen from ten thousand is more than ten thousand from one person.”

“Exactly. We will of course have the best of both worlds. But… research is expensive.” Ixitt chortled. “As for mass production, we need to be sure we have understood the underlying mechanisms, the point where we can create adequate stocks. Hence why I need to send our alloys to the laboratory for further investigation. It may well lead to further avenues we can explore with the help of Yasaka.”

As Ixitt continued to explain about the breakthroughs he was seeking, I couldn’t help but think about it. He’s right. There are definitely underlying rules. And if we master them, it changes everything. The items we had retrieved from the Tower of London, as well as items I had made myself, back in the early stages of my journey, they were different, but had some common features. As I considered it, I could hear the noise of a helicopter in the distance, getting closer. Surely that’ll be her… Security around Shirohebizumi shrine was tight, and nothing was allowed in the airspace near it other than authorised flights. As the helicopter came into view, clearly heading for us and the landing site we had on the hill, Mayumi-san asked who was coming.

“It’ll be Yukiko-san.” I answered. At that Mayumi-san seemed puzzled, before Hinata grinned.

“Get used to it, he means Princess Mikasa, the Priestess of Ise.” Hinata clarified. “It’s not like he isn’t informal with you either, Mayumi.”

“That’s true. But I’ll let it slide, considering he’s your fiancé, Hinata.” she replied grandly. “And times are changing. He is qualified to call me by my name.”

“Is this the same Mayumi who was always harping on about her precious noble bloodline, the pride and weight of Ichijou house?” Hinata rolled her eyes. As the two of them argued jovially, the helicopter landed, and as the ramp came down, Yukiko-san stepped out, her expression eager. She saw me, opened her mouth to speak, only to freeze, eyes wide. Oh yes. It’s quite the sight here, isn’t it?

As if to prove my point, Yukiko-san pulled off her glasses, which my keen eyes noticed no longer had lenses with any degree of correction, merely simple glass for cosmetic purposes, and was rubbing her eyes. After blinking a few times, she came over, shocked. “Akio-san, what’s going on? Has the Boundary swallowed up Tokyo?”

Ignoring Ixitt’s laughter, I shook my head. “Not exactly. I’m just putting some assets to use.” Following my gaze, her own brown eyes glinted sternly as she saw Ling.

“I see. If today wasn’t what it was I’d…” She shook her head, cutting off her angry thoughts. “No, it doesn’t matter, not today. So… where’s Tsukiko? Is she here?”

“No. She’s decided to wait until she saw you.” I explained. I had offered her the chance to see if Ling could have brought her to the Material, and there was no reason to think it wouldn’t work, but she said she was in no hurry, and she was enjoying herself currently in the Boundary with my other body and Shaeula, Shiro and some of the others. As I told her Yukiko-san had arrived, she nodded happily.

Back on the Material, I offered Yukiko-san a room in the training school, which she accepted. Mayumi-san was a little surprised at that. “You haven’t brought a bodyguard, Princess Mikasa. Aren’t you concerned…”

“What reason do I have to be worried?” she tilted her head, confused, braid swinging. “I trust Akio-san, and he wouldn’t jeopardise everything he’s built to take advantage of me.”

Mayumi-san stared at me for an uncomfortably long moment, before glancing at Hinata, a slight smile on her face. “I don’t know, it seems that a tie to the Imperial Family would certainly round out his connections…”

Hinata scoffed. “If Akio wants to win over the Imperial Princess, he would do so. And he has no need to resort to foul methods to win her. Do you even know what you are implying? You probably still think babies are made by holding hands…” she teased her friend mercilessly.

“Nonsense! I am fully conversant with biology!” she shot back, and as they bickered back and forth again, I had to agree with Mayumi-san. Though not about me attacking the Princess, obviously.

“Mayumi-san raises a good point. The logistics of entering the Boundary safely away from home is a constant challenge. Fortunately it’s not something I’m concerned with anymore. So I’ll stand guard, nothing will happen to Yukiko-san, as she well knows. Nobody here would be so foolish.”

“Even so…” Mayumi-san nodded at her own bodyguard and Kazumi-san. “…I am surprised that you go about unaccompanied.”

At that Yukiko-san shrugged. “I like to keep a low profile. As Princesses go, I’m fairly disappointing, I admit. But…” her brief gloom dissipated. “… that doesn’t matter. What does is… Tsukiko.”

“All right. I’ll show you to your room and stand guard outside.” I promised. Yes, Tsukiko-san. It’s time to fulfil my promise…


Side One Hundred And Fifty-One - Yukiko, Princess Mikasa


Feelings of excitement, longing and loss running through her, Yukiko quickly entered the small but neat room in the building Akio-san called his training school. Several people gave her curious looks as she had leapt up the stairs, but she had ignored them, only focussed on one thing, feelings of anticipation, joy and fear of betrayed hopes and expectations a hot and heavy ball in her lower body. Tsukiko… you’re back. It doesn’t feel real. It shouldn’t be real…

No sooner had she thrown herself on the bed inside, not caring if her clothes crumpled or if anyone was watching, her eyes slid shut, and she felt the familiar sense of separation, of shifting consciousness that accompanied her descent, or perhaps ascent, to the mysterious mirror world called the Boundary. No, someone will be watching. Akio-san, he promised. It felt a little strange. Yukiko kept herself out of the public eye as much as was possible for an Imperial Princess. It would have been impossible before the War, when her family was said to be Divine, descended from Amaterasu itself. Now, we are just figureheads, although…

The scenery of the Boundary resolved around her, and she was caught off guard to see Akio-san in front of her. Weren’t you watching me back in the… oh, you did say… Seeming to guess her thoughts, Akio-san smiled, though there was no mockery in it, merely a gentle teasing.

“Like I said, I don’t have to worry about my transitions between the Boundary and the Material now. I can do both at once if I wish. Now then…” He offered an arm, showing the etiquette of the nobility, and for a moment Yukiko was surprised, though she quickly dismissed that feeling. There’s no need to be shocked. He has several noble fiancées. Several…

That was still strange to her, and she wasn’t sure what to make of it. Of course, with her family history she was somewhat accepting of it. Great-grandfather had concubines, and even grandfather had some in secret, I know… it isn’t fair for me to judge. Though it’s always harder when it’s someone you know.

She took his arm. “I’m quite capable of going unescorted. After all, I am a Chosen of Amaterasu.” she reminded him, hoping she wasn’t blushing. I’m still not used to intimate contact with others. As Priestess of Ise and an Imperial daughter, I’m kept sheltered, like a greenhouse flower, an ornament, just as our family has become. Although… It seemed quite a coincidence for her to be Chosen by Amaterasu, and once her father had revealed the secrets the Imperial Court still held, the Onmyōji and the Imperial Regalia, she realised perhaps there was more truth to the myth than the Americans had wanted to believe, back when they forced her great-grandfather to recant their Divinity, leaving him old, careworn and defeated. That reminds me… father and grandfather both denied my request, but… for the future of Japan…

“Yes, I know. Your flames are quite impressive.” he praised her, and she found herself smiling. It’s nice to be appreciated for what I can do, rather than who I am. Although compared to him, or even some of those around him… she pictured the small, cute and mighty Shaeula, and felt a surge of inferiority in her heart, before pushing it down, burying it deeply. No, not today. Today… it’s Tsukiko’s day. I pray so, anyway…

“As are yours.” she retorted. “Foehn, wasn’t it?”

“That’s right. A gift from America.” he grinned. “Now, are you ready?” he asked as they left the building, looking up at the towering Tree, which was now covered in many blossoms of pink and white, giving off a fragrant, soothing scent. That’s new…

There seemed to be more activity than usual, and Yukiko wondered if it was related to the events in the Material. Akio-san confirmed it with a casual nod. “That’s right. Everyone’s eager to visit the Material and help out. Though it seems Ling struggles to send from the Boundary to the Material, the other way isn’t much of a problem. But she can do enough for now.”

“I see. You’re always making progress. I’m jealous.” she chuckled, and found she actually meant it, which surprised her. It seemed to shock Akio-san a little too, though he quickly smiled in that slightly charming, teasing manner she had noticed so often on the occasions they had met.

“Does that mean you’ve got over your unwillingness to fight?” he asked shrewdly, and she bit her lip, a little irritated.

“A gentleman wouldn’t bring up the embarrassing past of a lady.” Yukiko retorted, but he only smiled more.

“I’m not much of a gentleman, as you can see by my number of girlfriends. When we fought on the outskirts of Kyoto that time, I was impressed. But…” he trailed off meaningfully, and Yukiko knew it was a strategy to get her to fill in the blanks. Fine, I’m not the most sociable of people, but I do have some conversational skills, you know!

“At first, I wanted none of it. If I wanted the limelight, I could have it, after all, despite my plain appearance, I’m still Princess Mikasa.” she began, and before Akio-san could speak, she pushed at her glasses, peering over them sternly. It’s odd that they follow me here, and I don’t really need them anymore, since my eyesight has fixed itself, but I feel naked without them on my face. I think it’s probably related to self-image, which is why we don’t appear here naked… “Before you say something trite like I’m actually pretty, save it for your girlfriends. I’m aware I’m not actually that bad. But I’m a member of the Imperial Family, and a Princess. There are certain expectations. And I’m on the plainer side…”

Akio-san changed what he was about to say, and as they ascended the stairs, her feet were dragging, despite her eagerness to see Tsukiko again. Am I worried? I shouldn’t be, it’s not like Akio-san would lie to me. But… what if my hopes are dashed, if she’s not herself? I can’t help feeling a little dread…

“I get it. I’ve met a few Princesses now. But honestly, there’s nothing wrong with being the girl-next-door type, that’s cute in itself. And as the Chosen of Amaterasu, you blaze like the sun, so why worry about meeting such expectations?”

“Flatterer.” she pouted, as he had side-stepped her warning. Letting out a sigh, she admired the blossoms all around her, breathing in the scent. “If I’m being honest, I’m not so down on myself as I used to be. And I have to thank you and Tsukiko for that, I suppose. Yes, I never wanted to fight, to accept this, but… I now know I’m not alone. And it gets less frightening the more I do it. I think we can get used to anything, no matter how absurd, if we do it enough. And have those who recognise us.”

He nodded. “Yes, experience and understanding does lessen fear. But it’s more than that. We defeat enemies, claim Territories and grow, and it doesn’t just make us stronger, but it improves our mentalities too. Resilience.” He seemed sad, and Yukiko tugged at their bound arms a little, showing she was there.

On seeing her making an effort, he laughed a little, embarrassed. “Sorry. It just all fits into my fears about how this all plays out. How this is a contest to refine us all down to either one, or a maybe a small handful, of powerful beings. But…” He forced himself to cheer up, his grey eyes kind, and Yukiko could see the tiny flecks of amber in one eye, like a million tiny stars. Fascinating… oh, no, I shouldn’t stare so. Now it was her turn to be embarrassed, as he finished his thoughts.

“…that’s why I want to work together, lift everyone up. Sure, maybe, no… almost certainly someone will have to lead, will have to be an Astral Emperor, but I want to do it by growing together. I don’t want to be a pawn. If I’m a chess piece… I’d like to be a queen at least.”

At that image, a laugh burst from Yukiko, and she found some of her tension draining. “No, don’t be a queen, Akio-san… I’d hate to have to call you Akio-chan, and the others would be devastated. Besides, we’re Japanese, wouldn’t the kakugyo, the bishop from shogi, make more sense?”

“I’m better at chess. Mom taught me, Aiko and Eri as kids. She’s not terrible at it, but she’s not great either. Neither am I. Although… I bet that’s the sort of thing stats would benefit, calculating future board states…”

“I think we are straying from the main point.” Yukiko remarked, as they approached the terrace café where she could hear laughter, including some voices she recognised. Shaeula, I think. “I was saying, I’ve accepted my role, and after Kyoto and London, I know what’s at stake. But I can only do it because we are all working together.”

Akio-san agreed. “Exactly. And we’ll continue to do so. When my Territory is upgraded, I’ll be working on Haru’s next. And it should be able to cover Ise and the surroundings. It might cramp your room for expansion a bit, but we can work something out, and I’d rather Ise was properly defended.”

“It’s premature to worry about allocating Territory before it’s even claimed.” Yukiko shook her head, voice soft. “I trust we can work something out.” There was no answer, as she stepped onto the Terrace, seeing the group of women gathered at the best table in the centre, laughing and smiling. Her eyes went wide, and one face, a bare, revealed face, seared into her eyes, robbing her of thought. Akio-san was left behind, looking on fondly, as Yukiko raced across the terrace, before she swept the woman into her arms, cheeks wet with tears as her twisted knot of emotions frayed, bursting free. It’s her! Tsukiko! Alive again!

“Yukiko, you are crushing me…” a soft voice sounded, and after a moment she released her grip, only to see the face of Tsukiko looking at her, the ruby eyes kind, the cheeks also red, along with her flushed forehead and neck, silvery sweat dripping. For a moment Yukiko was confused, before seeing the slightly lopsided smile and the glass in her hand, full of fragrant liquid. Considering that, mind slowly processing, she was shocked, before she blurted out “Tsukiko, are you… are you drunk?”

Her friend, Tsukiko, the noble, always refined and poised Lady Diviner, nodded, her expression sloppy. “I believe so. I am trying new things. It does not seem so bad.”

That’s… unexpected. But… it doesn’t matter. “That’s great. It’s great.” Tears flowed freely down her cheeks as she hugged her lost friend again. “It doesn’t matter. You should do what you want. So long as you’re alive. That’s all I care about.”

“Alive? Not exactly.” Suzuki-san disagreed, having stayed behind to look after Tsukiko. “I’m afraid she’s dead, but then… being dead doesn’t necessarily mean life doesn’t keep on going.” Her own smile was wry, as she floated over and patted Yukiko gently on the back. “As her senior in being dead and coming back, I’m happy to answer any questions for you. Since you’re an important friend of Akio-kun’s.”

Yukiko blinked. “I’m an important friend?”

“Of course.” Akio-san agreed, a bit embarrassed. “Comrades in the same boat to friends, it’s not so far-fetched, is it? Now, let poor Tsukiko-san free, grab yourself a drink, and we might as well start discussing matters. But first… we have another guest coming.”

Yukiko looked puzzled. “Who?”

The woman Shiro, who intimidated with her perfect beauty, able to match the bare face and figure of Tsukiko that was no longer shrouded in voluminous robes, making Yukiko envious and uncomfortable in equal measure, snorted. “Who else? But another Princess, Princess.”

“Yes, I’ve asked Eleanor to come. I think that since Tsukiko-san is here, it would do us all good to get together. After all, the four of you have your destiny entwined, and Tsukiko-san too, as the Diviner.” Akio-san explained, and Yukiko nodded.

Yes, the prophecies from Tsukuyomi. As she felt a sudden chill, remembering the menacing crimson Dragon and beast with a golden eye her friend had described, Yukiko found herself casting a glance at Akio-san as he took a glass from Shaeula, sitting down in the circle of pretty girls seemingly without a care. But Definite isn’t actually definite. He proved that. Otherwise Tsukiko wouldn’t be here now… With that thought in mind, she took the offered glass and took a sip, waiting for the new arrivals…

[image: ]

“We had to drop everything to come up here, so it best be important.” an angry-looking man with spiky-brown hair was saying in English. My English is passable, I can largely understand… beside him was a figure she recognised, Eleanor Elizabeth Diana Windsor. On seeing her, the Princess of Britain smiled, reaching out a hand, before pausing.

“Oh, I’m sorry, how rude of me. I forgot for a moment you Japanese don’t much like physical contact, and I’m also wearing a gauntlet. It’s been too long, Mikasa-sama. Are you well?”

“It’s no problem.” As Princess Eleanor, who she had met several times at state functions, both of them liking to keep low-key, so they often found themselves frequenting the same isolated corners of such events, removed her gauntlet, Yukiko took her hand and told her that honorifics were unnecessary, but couldn’t help admiring her green and bronze plate armour, which appeared ancient and powerful. Not like mine. At least while the Regalia slumber. She glanced down, seeing the black armour made from feathers she wore, a gift from Akio-san. Now it had suffered many scuffs and tears and was looking rather tatty in comparison.

Seeing that, Akio-san coughed. “Don’t worry Yukiko-san, you’ll be getting a new Brigandine armour at some point, it’s just demand is outstripping supply at the moment.”

“Looks like you’re giving your own Princess some toys, rather than ripping off ours.” The spiky-haired man grumbled to Akio-san, rolling his eyes. “That’s favouritism in action.”

“David!” Eleanor warned, scandalised, and one of the others with her, an older man with white hair and beard, yet still muscular, stepped forward and bowed politely.

“You must forgive his tone, Princess Mikasa. The boy has no manners, though he has improved somewhat due to recent events.” As the man, David, sniffed, insulted, the old man continued. “I am Sir Arthur Dumbarton, one of Princess Eleanor’s guards. This here is David Reckless, the same, and… Raidre, Selkie of Bermondsey Isle.” The last wasn’t human, but like many of the others in Akio-san’s Territory. The Selkie was nervous, glancing at Shaeula, who was grinning back, amused.

“I have nothing to forgive.” Yukiko-san accepted his words gracefully. “If Akio-san, one of my countrymen, has been less than gracious, I apologise on his behalf.”

Eleanor smiled wryly. “How could I say that? He saved my life, my brother, those here… a few gifts are nothing in comparison. He even helped us with this ether, to rebuild our ruined Avalon. No, Territory, I suppose.” she corrected. “Now, shall we not stand on ceremony?” Those who couldn’t understand the English well were being translated for, so when everyone was seated, Akio-san coughed, drawing everyone’s attention.

Yukiko was seated next to the drunk Tsukiko, who was watching everyone keenly, her ruby eyes sharp despite the alcohol, and seeing that reassured her. She’s still Tsukiko, the Diviner. She’s still herself. I want her to be free of her burden, but not to lay it down entirely. Because that would hurt her in the end. I… no, we… we will help her this time. She’s no longer alone. None of us are. I see. That’s Akio-san’s vision for our victory. I must say I prefer it to a few standing alone.

“Let me begin by welcoming our guests. Of course, you’re free to drop by any time.” Akio-san spoke easily to the Princess and her entourage.

“Unlike you…” the Princess pursed her lips, glancing at Akio-san’s fiancées and girlfriends, though there was a twinkle in her blue eyes. “…I don’t have much time for leisure and playing around. I do thank you for taking care of Aditi and Mary-Jane though. They feel better having something to do, to… distract them from their sorrows.”

“It’s not a problem. I’m happy to help them get back on their feet.” Akio-san promised. “But… I’ve called you here, Eleanor, for an important reason. I present to you…” he smiled, gesturing grandly at Tsukiko. “Our noble Lady Diviner, Matsumuro Tsukiko. The one who gave me warning about the dangers you would face.” His expression was kind yet grim. “Without her foresight, I never would have travelled to Britain, and… I think the ending might have been different.”

David clenched his fist at that, growling to himself, and Eleanor nodded. “Yes, I fear it might have been. In that case… allow me to thank you.” She offered her hand to Tsukiko, who hesitated, human contact being forbidden to her before.

“She’s thanking you. It’s all right. You’re the Diviner, but you’re also Tsukiko.” Akio-san urged. “You can accept the ordinary, while keeping the extraordinary.”

Having made up her mind at his urgings, Tsukiko took her hand. “No thanks are necessary. I simply did what was right, as Tsukuyomi bade me. It is what I have always done.”

“It’s true. Up until her death…” Akio-san said so casually. “…she never had a name, showed her face, had any sort of fun. I hate that. But I respect her incredible dedication to others. But there’s nothing holy about sacrifice. Do good, but don’t lose your own happiness.”

“She died, huh? You say that so damn casually.” David complained. “I think I recall you mentioning it before, though, that she would come back. You’re truly disgusting, you know. Just how many things can one person do?” The envy in his tone was palpable, and Yukiko found her chest heating up, a feeling of pride surging. Even I have my Imperial pride. To hear one of our subjects being praised by such a foreign dignitary, it makes me feel happy.

As Princess Eleanor and Sir Arthur both sharply rebuked him, Akio-san laughed. “A lot, but not everything. But it can be learned. After all, Eleanor can use water element now, and your own training must be progressing, am I wrong?”

“Yeah, I guess so. So…” David leered at Tsukiko, only to rear back in surprise as Akio-san flicked a tiny water bullet into his head. He cursed, only for Akio-san to chastise him.

“Weren’t you listening? Tsukiko-san isn’t used to human contact. So don’t pressure her. She can take all the time she needs to get used to people. I know she’s gorgeous, but please tone it down.”

Wait, Tsukiko seems happy! Her face is redder than ever. The way she glanced down shyly was clenching at Yukiko’s heart, but it sparked a thought. I know when she died, she gave Akio-san a kiss, supposedly. But… does she…? Lost in her thoughts, Akio-san continued.

“So, while most of you know each other already, we now have four of the Princesses who Tsukiko-san prophesied to be vital for heading off six great disasters threatening Earth. It’s not just a case of Britain or Japan… everything is at stake.”

Hearing those words, Tsukiko’s expression changed, and she was once again the cool beauty Yukiko had always imagined her as. She nodded regally, and her strong voice captivated everyone. “Indeed. We have here four Princesses of the Six Paths. Human…” she nodded to Eleanor.

“Beast.”

“I do not-not like that title. In fact I hate-hate it. I demand an upgrade.” Shaeula pouted.

“Hungry Ghost.”

Shiro leaned back in her chair, and Yukiko was once more struck by the similarities between her and Tsukiko. They don’t look alike, but they are both inhumanly attractive in their own unique ways…

“And Heaven, my dear friend.” Seeing her smile, Yukiko nodded happily.

“Now…” Tsukiko finished. “Let me tell you what I have seen reflected in the light of the moon, and the threats we all face…” But not alone. Tsukiko was worried that the Princesses would be unable to come together, but before we even met, Akio-san had gathered two of them… but where are the other two? And who?
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“It sounds terrifying.” Eleanor shuddered, hearing about the roaring Giant with the burning eye. “You say that in addition to the great dangers we have to fight, we each have a threat another Princess has to save us from?”

“Yes, six threats, six world ending dangers. Although…” Tsukiko commanded everyone’s attention. “...two threats have been overturned.”

“Yes, I am free from the false friends in blank masks.” Eleanor sighed gravely. “Akio, I am sorry again. I didn’t want to believe that those I trusted would betray me. But…”

“Speaking of that, have you decided?” he asked softly, and David was the one who answered, frustrated.

“It’s a big damn decision. I’d be more than happy to smother the limbless prick Donovan myself, but for now he’s ranting and raving in a military prison. The redhead… she’s giving us no trouble. And we’re watching the Territory of that nun bitch Mary, but so far none of her allies have come to take the bait.”

“But tensions are rising. We’ve had protests which have sparked trouble on the streets of most cities.” Eleanor was grim. “Ever since that video from her Church was released, there has been a growing number of religiously motivated crimes and violence. Many are calling for all the Gods’ Chosen to be arrested, or worse. Right now, we have to tread carefully, and not inflame already high tensions.”

“As for us… we made our decision. It’s not fair, but what is?” Shiro shrugged lazily. “I think Nie Ling should be happy to have survived. And she’s no slave, not like the other one, Chen Na, trapped under a Throne. And speaking of Thrones…” she smiled at Tsukiko, who nodded.

“After this, I shall tell you the decision I have made.”

You’ve already decided? Then… guessing what was in her friend’s heart, Yukiko held her silence. Besides, what we are discussing is frightening enough.

“That Giant, by the salt and smoke, it sounds familiar.” Raidre spoke up suddenly, and Shaeula snorted bitterly.

“Of course it does, any-any from the Seelie Court would know of Duke Formor. But we have considered this, and I do not-not believe we are at odds any longer. No, he with his Mystic Eyes that destroy, he is not-not the only one…”

“The giants that betrayed the Court and turned to the Unseelie. The Fomorians. Sons of Balor, he of the first and evilest of the Mystic Eyes.” Raidre breathed.

“Yes. I suspect so-so.” Shaeula smiled at Eleanor, her gaze sympathetic. “I shall call on you when the time-time comes. Though I suspect it will be painful.”

Eleanor shuddered. “I don’t want to think about it. Facing a raging Giant, being burned again and again… but, hang on a minute. One thing doesn’t add up here.”

“Yeah, me, right?” Shiro agreed with a languid tone. “My trial was a bit different. I know my threat, and my danger is also my salvation, isn't that right, Tan?” There was no answer, and after a brief giggle, she continued. “Shit, she’s so tsundere. But I was supposed to kill Aki and that would drive me mad, leading to me giving up on life and Tan taking over, isn't that what you said? But Aki crushed that fate himself, with his own hands. But… if you think about it…”

“Yes?” Eleanor asked, curious.

“If it wasn’t for our Princess of Beasts here…” she teased Shaeula, who pouted. “…Aki never would have had the courage to pursue me, and everything would have been different. Worse. It doesn’t bear thinking about. I almost made a disastrous mistake.”

“That doesn’t fit either.” Yukiko pointed out. “Shaeula was the one to protect Eleanor from the false friends in white masks, which she did, else Eleanor wouldn't be here?”

“She cut apart that dipshit Donovan like he was a fucking sausage.” David explained with relish. “I’d say so.”

After he was once more criticised for his language, David continued. “You’re too hung up on this. Forget who does what, from what you’ve said, our boy here…” he got up and slapped Akio-san on the shoulder as hard as he could, holding in a wince at his sore hand. “…already broke one thing you were sure would happen, the death of your damn soul. Yet here you are.”

Tsukiko nodded. “Yes, I considered it in the brief moments of lucidity in the darkness while I slept. Even Tsukuyomi’s great prophecies are fallible, though I believed them inviolate.”

“Even the Laplace’s Demon you used to explain to me cannot truly exist within the universe it is measuring.” Princess Eleanor declared to Akio-san. “I think we can only use them as a guide.”

“Indeed, I have realised this. So, two disasters have been overturned, and we know of the Golden-eyed Devourer already. Then the Giant of flame, and white and copper crosses dipped in blood.” She had revealed a fifth threat, to the Princess of Hell, whose whereabouts remained unknown. “As for the other…” Tsukiko spoke to Akio-san. “…while I still can dream, I passed the Divine Favour of Tsukuyomi to you, my successor. Have you any insights to share?”

Yukiko held a hand over her mouth to hide her smile as he shrugged apologetically. “Nothing yet that’s new, just more confirming yours I’m afraid, Tsukiko-san. I’ve been cutting my sleep to the bare minimum recently, I’ve had a lot going on. Uh… I mean, I don’t really sleep much at all.”

“How sad.” Tsukiko commiserated gently, smiling. “If you struggle to sleep I can hold you until you drift off. I have no experience, but I am confident I can be motherly.” She shifted, and her large chest bounced under her clothing. Akio-san choked, as did David, who swore again, and Yukiko-san was also stunned. That’s so bold. Tsukiko… you really…

“Damn, girl…” David whistled, once his annoyance subsided. “...there are plenty of other good guys out there, you can do better than him, you know.”

“Are you thinking of yourself, David?” Princess Eleanor quirked her lips in an amused smile, and he shrugged.

“Well why not? Damn, she’s a gorgeous one, no mistaking that.”

“But you can barely communicate without the translation of others. Besides…” Princess Eleanor looked at Tsukiko, her smile warm. “...having a life saved…” Suzuki-san coughed loudly, and the Princess snorted, amused. “…it’s basically that, no need to quibble. It has a great impact on the heart. Especially if one thinks their demise is inevitable, ordained.” Eleanor turned to Akio-san, her gaze expectant. “You know my thoughts though, and they have not changed.”

Akio-san nodded. “Uh… yeah, I get it. If I ever mistreat her or any of the others, then you’ll be sure to teach me a lesson.”

“It sounds to me like matters have been decided. What do you all think?” Yukiko asked, feeling a surge of happiness for her lonely friend, though also a twinge of something else, as well.

“It’s inevitable. From when they met in Kyoto, it was going this way.” Shiro waved it off. “Besides…” she grinned at David. “…while there are probably a number of good guys about, Hayato for one, there’s no way he could handle a woman like Tsukiko. I don’t think you could either.”

David shrugged. “Give a guy a chance, but… yeah, I get it. Girls love strength. And he has it in spades.”

“Kindness too.” Shaeula interjected. “I am not-not bound by your mortal conventions, my father has many wives and concubines, it is quite-quite normal to me, but… Akio can love as widely as the seas, and it is just as deep-deep as the oceans. And who Akio loves, we-we love too. So…” her amber eyes gleamed happily. “…join us, Tsukiko, and the final stains on Akio’s heart, that he could not-not save your life, can be swept away at last.”

She nodded, and addressed Yukiko, her expression one she would never have imagined Tsukiko could show, teasing, hopeful and also happy. “I know your long-cherished dream, to be ordinary, to be valued for who you are, not what you are.”

Princess Eleanor agreed with that, having likely shared some of the same troubles and worries. As Tsukiko continued, everything was clear to Yukiko, all the pieces fitting together. “I am the same.” Tsukiko continued. “I only thought I was valued for my piety, my devotion to Tsukuyomi. I gave up my own self. I do not regret it, even now.”

After a moment to gather her thoughts, she continued. “For I have the proof it was not in vain. You stand here before me alive, and able to change the Destiny of another. But… I found someone who can shatter what I believed, who makes me wonder…” She smiled at Akio, and the smile was brilliantly pure, yet also incredibly alluring, very different to the ones directed at Yukiko and Eleanor. “…why I worried so much about whether he was the one that could save you, Yukiko. Because he told me words I did not believe, yet so wished to be true. If we do not have a hero who can save us, we simply need to make one. And he forged himself out of nothing.”

“Not-not alone.” Shaeula interjected, and as everyone nodded, Tsukiko echoed her.

“Yes, not alone. Yet without strength, kindness, fortune and even foolishness, an unwillingness to give up on those he wishes to make happy, even if it seems impossible… such a person could not exist.”

Akio-san agreed, his tone tender. “Yeah, that’s the thing with prophecies, foretellings and the like. They can always fit after the fact. We can’t use them as guides. Kyoto taught me that. Twice. Even when I tried to protect everyone when Foresight was warning me of danger, I failed, and a lot of my trainees died and Eri was crippled. I could have stopped that, by immediately abandoning Kyoto, taking everyone home and hiding. But if we did that, then I wouldn’t have made connections with the two of you. And then Tsukiko-san would be dead for real.” He nodded at Yukiko and Tsukiko.

“Call me Tsukiko. You have earned it. The first to say my name, see my face, in many years. If you cannot, who can?”

“I’m no expert in Japanese…” David grumbled after it was translated. “...but that’s a big thing here, culturally, right?”

“I believe it means she sees him intimately. It does not necessarily mean as lovers, but certainly as someone special.” Sir Arthur clarified.

“Yeah, I knew it. Hey pretty boy, you owe me another round. How about a handicap? You stand still and let me beat on you for a minute or five!”

Ignoring David’s slightly bitter humour, Akio-san continued. “We can’t be ruled by prophecy. Even if Tsukuyomi is trying to help, which I don’t doubt, the Gods aren’t all-knowing and all-powerful, or there’s no point to any of this. So I’ll save the other two Princesses, whoever and wherever they are, simply because the four I already know are people worth saving, so I doubt the other two are any different. And we’ll help each other, until all the threats are done, and the six disasters facing Earth are repelled. White and Red Dragons, the Pillars, whatever else is coming… this is our world, and we need to protect it, together.”

“And that’s how Aki gets you.” Shiro said to Yukiko and Princess Eleanor with a resigned grin. “The worst thing is, he’s not doing it on purpose. Not this at least. He can be a flirt, just ask Kana, but when he is talking about protecting, he damn well means it.”

My heart did ache a little there. No, he’s my friend, he said so. Of course he wants to help me. And Tsukiko… “So, Tsukiko, do you agree?” It must be hard, you spent your whole life believing there were things that you could change, and sadly things you had to accept. Now you find that overturned… it’s probably very frightening.

“I have no choice but to concede.” she admitted gracefully, though she wobbled a bit, her face flushing, as she realised she was still drunk. Standing, she strode over to Akio and took his arm, looking into his grey eyes with her ruby ones, nearly close enough to kiss. “More importantly… I want to believe. Because if I do not, the one who was able to save us is rather useless, for he was not there.”

She reached up, hesitantly, before her fingers quivered, touching Akio-san’s cheeks, as soft as a breath at first, before her confidence grew, along with the firmness of her touch. “And I found your willingness to see the real me, beyond what I could do for you, and what you would give for me… it touched my heart. My cold, silent, stoic heart. It began to beat again.”

Yukiko watched on, clutching the front of her dress in her fist, breath coming fast. I think… she’s doing it!

“I am reborn.” Tsukiko looked at Suzuki-san, who nodded, reassuring her. “I gave my all, my very life for what I believed in. I still believe in it. But now I believe in more. So… you asked me to marry you, foolish man.” Tsukiko’s red eyes were bright. “You should be more careful, even to save a life, such a commitment should not be frivolously offered.”

“I know.” Akio-san breathed, unable to move, so close she was to him. “At the time I was desp…” Her hand came and sealed his mouth, cutting off his excuses.

“I know.” she repeated. “But even a woman such as I, who has lived without emotions, as a machine, knows where the line is. You have let many women and girls alike beguile you, and you should stop. If you genuinely desire someone, that is healthy. After all, the Gods themselves make many children, have many lovers. Izanagi and his sister Izanami gave birth to children, one of which was Tsukuyomi, who I still revere. But simply pity, or to avoid hurt feelings… that is not a good enough reason.”

Yukiko could see the traces of guilt in Akio-san’s eyes, but they quickly vanished, and his face was resolute, his jaw clenched. “I know. Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi, they were all because I didn’t want to hurt them. Honestly… Eri too. It all started because I was a weak idiot. But since then, I’ve learned. I have. And though I may have chosen for stupid reasons, I love them all dearly now, and I’ll never give them up. But I can’t keep choosing just for those reasons. So… you know, the moon is beautiful tonight, isn’t it?” Akio-san spoke casually, and Tsukiko's smile widened, waiting. “But not as beautiful as you. I like your appearance, you’re right in my strike zone.” Akio-san declared boldly. “But most of all, I like the purity of your heart, and how you strive to protect others. And I can’t help but think I want to make it mine, and make you smile from the heart, or gasp in wonder at some new experience.”

“How-how bold. It seems after Asha and Kana, Akio has-has finally learned how to be a proper male.” Shaeula praised, while Shiro whistled lewdly, chortling like a dirty old man.

“I see. I confess to having a certain level of trepidation.” Tsukiko breathed. “My heart is racing. Perhaps it is the strong alcohol? No, I suspect not.” She flushed nearly as red as her eyes. “I am still naïve, and I feel I might cause you may difficulties…”

“You’re worth the price.” Akio-san promised. “It seems pretty shady of me saying this when the time we’ve spent together is so limited, but… when I think of you smiling, enjoying life along with everyone else, I feel so warm inside. It’s not pity though, I promise.” he insisted. “I’ve learned girls don’t want affection out of pity. No, it’s because I see your unyielding spirit, and I think I’d really enjoy showing you all the good things you’ve missed out on. Although…” he grinned, a mock-stern expression crossing his features. “…it won’t all be easy. You wanted to protect Yukiko-san, your friend, and the other Princesses. Well, you still can and will, but now it’ll be more hands-on, so you’ll have to train and grow stronger, just like everyone else. There are no passengers in this battle harem!” He threw in a joke at the end to lighten the tension.

“Aki’s big on tough love too. It’s sweet, like drowning in honey, but sometimes drowning isn’t as fun as it sounds.” Shiro joked.

“Drowning doesn’t sound like fun at all…” David quipped dryly after the translation. “Man, I thought we were here for serious business?”

“We are.” Akio-kun insisted sternly. “But to me… Tsukiko has always been serious business.”

“I… that does sound wonderful. I feel sweetness on my tongue and in my heart. The honey is enveloping me.” Tsukiko smiled. “But I am not as indomitable as you think. I prayed for salvation, for mercy, even though I thought it would never come. I still hoped, and…”

“…that’s what it is to be human. That’s nothing to be ashamed of. I think despite all the powers we have gained, the responsibility we shoulder… we need to stay human, stay caring. So… you’re happy with me? It’s a lifelong commitment you know.”

“No it isn’t.” David disagreed. “Couples break up all the time, man.”

“Oh it is.” Shaeula shook her head. “I do-do believe Eri would not take kindly to someone abandoning Akio. She is rather complicated. I do love-love her dearly, but for one who wished desperately to have Akio all to herself, she is a female who will not-not tolerate any slights to Akio, and if he loves them, they can not-not reject him.”

“They’re all crazy, Princess. See, no need to worry. They should get together to prevent the crazy spreading. Best keep it all in one place, we don’t want an infectious outbreak of idiocy.” David complained, and Princess Eleanor giggled politely.

“Yes, so it seems. But for a man with such an inconstant nature, it was a rather endearing and heartfelt confession. Watching it, and having heard what the poor woman endured for the good of many, including myself… I found myself hoping he would accept her. Melissa would be disappointed in me. It seems you are right after all, David.”

“Always am.” he boasted. Yukiko was barely listening though, as Tsukiko turned to her.

“Yukiko, without you and Yasuhide, I would not have survived as long as I did. Now… I will go on ahead. Hopefully you too one day will find what you seek. Until that day… I… no, we…” Her smile was brilliant, almost blinding. “…will protect you, by your side. I would have been happy under your care, but… it seems more appropriate to tie myself more securely to the future I chose. Not one I ever foresaw, not one Tsukuyomi showed me, but one that shattered my bonds, and gave me hope that the future would be bright, despite so much terror and darkness to come.”

“You’re sure?” Akio-san asked one last time, and Tsukiko leaned forwards just a fraction, and their lips touched for a second time. This time, there was no disintegration, Tsukiko fading away, but a brilliant glow of aether, a rainbow surrounding them. Isn’t this moment dragging out a bit too much? Suddenly wet sounds were heard, and Yukiko covered her eyes with her hands, while Princess Eleanor looked away, keeping her dignity. The damp, slurping noises were continuing, until they parted with a sigh.

“You didn’t have to seal it with a kiss, you know.” Akio-san teased, and as Yukiko peeked through her fingers in relief, she was amused to see him red-faced and embarrassed, despite all his experience.

“I know. But I wished my first was better. Besides… this one I could enjoy, I could savour. I finally feel my age. A woman.” Tsukiko almost purred, face as scarlet as her eyes, breath coming fast.

“If you think that makes you a woman, you’re as naïve as the little noble girls.” Shiro snickered. “Good job though. You got Aki all hot and bothered. Guess all the booze lowered your inhibitions.”

“Being killed puts things into perspective.” Tsukiko remarked, and Suzuki-san nodded agreement. “There seems little point being caught up on things. Death can come at any time, so make the most of every moment. As I intend to do from now on.”

“That’s why I’m not getting any sleep!” Akio-san insisted, to relieved laughter all around. “Which is what started this…”

With that he grabbed Tsukiko and pulled her close, kissing her again, as if to prove to her that he genuinely wanted her, and as the other girls smiled at each other with a mixture of emotions, Yukiko couldn’t look away, her heart racing. He kept his promise to me. Tsukiko can go home, I can see her whenever I want. And she can be happy, loved… I’m jealous, but… it’s a good feeling. Now I have to firm my resolve. I am the Princess of Heaven, Priestess of Ise, Princess Mikasa. Japan and those within it are mine to defend. But not alone, no, not alone…
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Tsukiko was sitting snuggled against Akio, with the small Chinese girl, Daiyu, occupying his other side. After some more drinks and discussion, talk had turned back to more serious topics.

“So, the Red Dragon is China, and the toad bastard that killed you is pulling some of the strings?” David asked. “In that case, the White Dragon, isn’t it likely a country too? America maybe? The yanks have been doing some damn stupid shit.”

“I think that it’s not so much China as what China is hiding.” Akio-san clarified. “After all, it’s a threat to the very world, yet China’s part of the world.”

“So, level with me.” David leaned forward eagerly. “How strong was this golden frog compared to that bitch Mary and her Angels?”

“Good question. Bear in mind, this was just a clone, but I’d say very comparable. So the real thing is going to be horrific.” Akio-san sighed, shaking his head. “As for the Church of True Revelation, if they have a lot of people as strong as Mary who can also call Angels, I can see us having trouble.”

“Shit. It never ends.” David shrugged. “So, at least we have thrashed out a plan.”

“Yeah.” Akio-san agreed. “Thanks to our recent gains from Mount Atago, I’m hopeful we can push my Territory to Rank Four in months. Then we’ll do Haru’s in Kyoto, which will protect Ise and Yukiko-san. We can then ferry ether to London, and you’ll be next, Eleanor.”

“I still feel rather shameful, taking such bounty. But…” Yukiko was surprised to see the smile on her face, rather teasing. “…since you took from me without any sense of shame, I’ll do the same and just say thank you.”

“Hah, well… there’s still a few more who need to rummage around the Tower. Like Tsukiko here.” He had dropped the honorific as she had asked him to, and she flushed, though her eyes were sparkling joyously.

She’s like a different person. No, perhaps this is who she would have been if she grew up normally, without such burdens. “After that…” he continued. “…getting all our Vassals and allies to at least Rank Three, then making a start on heavy infrastructure builds… if we can copy China and work together, we won’t fall behind.”

“I have a concern.” Daiyu suddenly spoke, and all eyes turned to her. She then explained that she was worried that Kunlun would return, and they might be the Red Dragon.

“Kunlun?” Sir Arthur asked. “Isn’t that a mountain range?”

Daiyu shook her head after Akio-san translated.

“Kunlun refers to the sacred land of the Cultivators. It was sealed fifteen hundred years ago, to keep what spiritual energy, what aether they could. If it has not collapsed, there could be many powerful Cultivators there. And what the powerful seek is more power, no matter who they have to trample to get it.”

“That is a concern.” Yukiko agreed. “But we have other worries, all we can do is grow stronger.”

“Well said.” Shaeula approved, a sudden grin on her face. “And to that-that end we need more allies.”

“Yeah, if we make suitable friends who are Chosen that occupy places we need to protect, we can consider helping them with aether too. Although I have a few comrades who have Anchors yet to deploy.” Akio-san mused.

“I did not-not mean that, although that is a good thought.” Shaeula shook her head. Her gaze fell on Yukiko and Princess Eleanor, her expression calculating. “Tomorrow a great-great event in the Seelie Court is upon us, where Akio and I are the guests of honour. Perhaps you have-have heard whispers on the salt, Raidre?”

The Seelie shook his head. “I do not hear much from the Court, not these days.”

“Poor you. Perhaps you should take it as time-time to return. You can be invited as well.” She smiled wickedly. “It is our triumphant unveiling of my Duchy, the Spring of Clear Reflections. Barring the Queen, all Seelie of note should-should be there. We will ensnare them with our new-new ideas and gain further support. Perhaps…” her smile grew. “…having Princesses of two very-very important, powerful mortal countries in attendance would make-make the right impression?”

At that, Yukiko found herself smiling too. I’ve heard talk of the land of the Fairies. Yet I never thought I would actually see it. I can make time, certainly… Princess Eleanor seemed to accept that as well, and Akio-san offered some final words on the matter.

“There’s someone else you need to invite too, isn’t there?”

Shaeula nodded, biting at her lips, a touch nervous. “Yes, I dearly hope-hope it works out, but…”

“It will be fine.” Tsukiko insisted warmly from beside Akio-san. “I do not need a vision from Tsukuyomi to see that. If you have problems, lean on Akio. I would be more than willing to aid you as well.”

“I see. You are a quick-quick study, Tsukiko. A worthy female indeed. Beauty and intelligence.” Shaeula set aside her unease. “Yes, even if it does not-not go as planned, just like my courtship with Akio, so long as the end result satisfies, such trials in the path are merely tales to tell-tell later over fine booze.” She raised her glass, gulping down the liquid. “So-so, tonight we celebrate. For tomorrow there is much-much to do!”

As everyone cheered, Yukiko met Tsukiko’s gaze, and she nodded. I see. This is what you wanted, so… I’ll always support you. For a moment, her eyes looked at the heavens above, the dark aurorae shimmering. Amaterasu, I cursed you for choosing me, but… without the changing world, could Tsukiko have ever been happy? Perhaps I’ll forgive you, just this once…

Though as she watched the glow overhead, it almost felt as though something dangerous was looking down on her, and she shivered involuntarily. No, we shouldn’t be complacent. Tsukiko lives again, and Princess Eleanor and Shiro survived, but… there are still so many threats out there… with that thought in mind, she downed her own drink, coughing nosily as it went down the wrong way, and as Shiro slapped her back, her unease diminished, though a last niggling bit remained, as if a thorn, pricking at her heart…


Four Hundred And Twenty-Eight


“Feeling strange?” Shiro asked Tsukiko, who was sitting elegantly in seiza in our living room, sipping some tea. Shiro on the other hand was on a chair, legs lazily crossed, and when she saw me staring at her slim legs clad in her customary white jeans, she grinned, before lazily uncrossing and recrossing her legs. “Bet you wish I was wearing a skirt now, Aki. But anyway…” She turned her attention back to Tsukiko. “It must be difficult for you.”

Tsukiko nodded slowly, her expression rather complicated, a mixture of joy and trepidation. “Yes, I was pleased to be able to talk to Yasuhide on the telephone, but I did not expect that he would start to weep.” Her face was tinged slightly red at the memory. “I have always seen him as a parental figure, so…”

“Yeah, the parents, huh? I get that.” Shiro let out a bitter sigh. “I have to do something about mine as well. Having shitty parents is hard. But even crappy parents are still parents.”

“It’s not so bad as that.” I interjected. “Tsukiko’s parents didn’t treat her like yours did, Shiro. In fact… from the funeral I could tell they loved you, Tsukiko, but they never knew how to deal with you. Being so religious and having a daughter that was effectively the Oracle of the Gods… there was no way they could have a normal relationship with you. But that’s over with. If you want it, you can have it. You’re Tsukiko now, not just the Diviner.” I reiterated.

“Yes.” she nodded politely. “Yasuhide is going to contact them. That will be a difficult conversation, I imagine.”

“I would think so.” I felt a bit bad for him, but the old man was always amusing himself at our expense, so it served him right. He’s the best person to do it anyway. He knows them, and can explain it in religious terms, at least to gain their acceptance. We’ll have to change the way they think of Tsukiko though… “If you need help or support, let me know. After all, your parents are my parents now too.”

Tsukiko ducked her head, neck now crimson. Shiro snickered nastily, joking that I had more parents than an average small town, and I waved off her teasing. Tsukiko, when she had recovered from her embarrassment, a feeling she wasn’t used to, raised another issue, one that was playing on her mind. “I have a retainer, Etsuko. She has been serving and taking care of me ever since I was a child. My passing must have brought her great grief. She has no family of her own, so…”

“I understand. You want her to know you’re alive, and see if she still wants to look after you, I imagine?” At her nod, I continued. “That’s no problem. So long as she’s happy to show the same consideration to Shiro and the others. We need to recruit some loyal staff for the estate anyway. The timing is good.”

“Yeah. It’s moving day.” Shiro grinned. “Eri’s totally losing her mind over it. She’s ready to prank your sister and her parents with her recovery. As for me…” Shiro was a little pale, and she turned to Tsukiko for support. “…you’re in the same boat, girl. Meeting the parents is a big deal!”

“Actually, I met some of his family briefly in Kyoto, such as his sister.” Tsukiko explained, and Shiro sighed bitterly.

“Damn, did you leave a good impression? Our boy here is a total siscon, so if Aiko likes you, you’ve got a head start.”

“We had little time together, merely a meeting in passing, but I believe I did not perform unfavourably.” Tsukiko replied, but her white knuckles as she held her mug of tea gave away her nerves. That’s sweet. A normal worry, that anyone could have, not about matters beyond mortal understanding.

“So Eri’s getting ready.” I mused. “Kana, Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi will be at school for the morning. You two are here…”

“Daiyu’s tagging along with Hyacinth, Asha and Shaeula sorting out the events at the Spring this evening. She wanted to take a look at it before the place was crowded, she thinks studying it will help her techniques.” Shiro continued. “So everything’s pretty much in hand. All the stuff we wanted to furnish our rooms has been delivered, although…” she winked at Tsukiko. “...you’ll be wanting to have your stuff brought over, won't you? Anything you don’t have, Aki will pay for. You are staying with us, right?”

There was a momentary embarrassed pause, before she agreed. “Yes, where else would I go? After all, if I am to discover the joys of being ordinary, of love, I must be with the one I want.”

“That’s the spirit. Shit, all I can think of is how pissed off and jealous certain other people will be. I think my brain is broken.” At that moment, Tan, who had been silent for a while, briefly agreed, Shiro's eyes flaring red for a moment. As Shiro chided her for being rude, I smiled at Tsukiko warmly.

“Ordinary happiness, maybe. But none of us are ordinary. That just means we need to grasp extraordinary happiness.” I remembered the feel of her lips and tongue, and her voluptuous body. No, that’s for later. Today there’s just too much going on. Even now, my Astral body was attending to the many matters that required my input. “I’ll speak to Yasuhide and get him to send over your possesions. He should have kept them safe because I promised you’d return. As for anything else… well, the estate is right in the heart of Tokyo, so shopping should be no problem.”

“Great. We can hit Akiba too.” Shiro grinned at Tsukiko. “If you’re going to get used to being out in public, you might as well give the poor otaku there some beauties to gawk at. Don’t get jealous, Aki!”

“Yeah, whatever” I ignored her usual teasing. “I’m confident enough you’ll never leave me.” I winked, and Shiro nearly fell off her chair as she laughed, shouting that this side of me was one that she didn’t see often enough. Setting that aside, I took a look at my phone. There was a message from father, saying they had started their journey. It won’t be long now. The whole family, together again. Once more I observed Shiro and Tsukiko, pondering their circumstances. Their families too… what do we do about them?
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“You nervous?” I asked Eri, who, quite unusually for her, was wearing a dress, with short sleeves and a rather high hemline, the skirt only draping down to her thighs. “And aren’t you cold?”

Eri shook her head. “Not really. Aren’t you the same? With high stats we don’t really suffer from the temperature.”

“That’s true.” I agreed. “I guess we’ll save a fortune on heating bills this winter.”

“You have the money. Don’t be stingy. Otherwise Hinata will freeze.” She smiled, and turned her attention to Tsukiko and Shiro, who were waiting with us. “There’s no need to be nervous. I expected this, ever since Akio was crushed by the guilt of failing to save your life. I only get angry over things that can be changed. Otherwise I’d just be miserable and frustrated.”

“That is a… mature… attitude.” Tsukiko managed, a little surprised. “I know it cannot be easy, a newcomer such as myself intruding in your lives, but…”

“Don’t worry about it.” Eri cut her off. “Like I said, it’s inevitable. There’s four more I’m certain of too, I’m not an idiot. These other Princesses.” Eri sniffed. “What happens twice will happen again and again. But hopefully after that we can stop expanding. I don’t want to have to compete for scraps of your affection, Akio.”

I took her hand, ignoring her insinuation about Eleanor and Yukiko-san. It’s not like that. Though… I had to admit, since I had saved Eleanor in London, her attitude towards me had thawed significantly, but there was no way she’d ever consider polygamy, she was staunchly against it. Although… she did accept Tsukiko. No, that doesn’t matter right now… “I know I’m terrible, I never thought I was so greedy. But I want to make Tsukiko smile, and…”

“Yeah. You are greedy.” Eri sighed, squeezing my hand back. “And so am I. That just means you’ll have to make it up to me. You still owe me that trip, just the two of us.”

“Eri’s in charge, supposedly.” Shiro advised Tsukiko, as with my keen eyes I could see a helicopter coming towards us, and soon it was audible as well. “You need to get her approval before you’re in. Luckily, she’s extremely dishonest, so…”

“That’s rude!” Eri pouted, insulted, and Shiro shrugged.

“Sorry, I meant tsundere. I’m just teasing you Eri, we’ve grown close, haven’t we? We’ve got a lot in common after all. Both Aki’s premiere friends, and we also had to look out for each other when we were injured. And now we’re both back to maximum hotness! But you have to admit, you growl and bark like an angry dog, but when it comes down to it, you’re quite the pushover.”

“I’m not.” Eri denied it, but her onyx eyes were wavering.

“Sure, if it makes you feel better. But…” Shiro continued advising Tsukiko. “…Eri here is a sucker for girls with a sad past. I blame Aki, he’s obviously been influencing her in all the wrong ways.” She rolled her eyes, teasing us. “So she gets on well with me, Hyacinth, Daiyu, Asha and Shaeula, and can even show sympathy with the noble girls. Her and Kana are like oil and water, but… they’ve settled into a truce.”

“Kana… she isn’t as bad as I thought. And it’s mostly your fault anyway.” Eri actually punched me gently in the side, surprising me. “You were always toying with her heart, so you had to take responsibility! So stop doing that. I just hope the two Princesses we haven’t seen aren’t bitches. It hurts my stomach just thinking about it…”

“All right, I get it. But Tsukiko was special…” The woman in question reddened at my words, and I was happy to see her freely expressing her emotions. It’s very cute. Though I shouldn’t forget she’s actually quite a bit older than me, even if she’d pass for the same age easily enough. As Tsukiko’s eyes sharpened, I was once again shocked by women’s intuition, and hurriedly changed the subject. “…and now we can safely say there’s no more women I’m interested in. Now, let’s greet our family, right Eri? You sure you want to tease them?”

Eri nodded. “I do. It’s their fault for not believing in you! Besides…” she grinned. “...I’ve not seen Aiko in a while, and she’s the one with a Divine Favour, so she deserves a bit of punishment.”

“Jealous?” Shiro laughed, and Eri nodded.

“Of course I am. Though I’ll work hard. I’m not going to be a liability again.” She met Tsukiko's eyes then, her expression completely serious. “I know you understand. You carried the same burden as we did, no, maybe even more. I don’t want to know the future. I think that’s a curse. But… power is what matters. If you were strong enough, you wouldn’t have died. If we were stronger, then we could have prevented it. So… no more tears. No, that’s not practical. We’re going to suffer defeats and setbacks. I’m not a child, I know that. But we need to make sure what we lose isn’t those we can’t live without!”

“Those are wise words.” Tsukiko agreed, as the helicopter landed outside. “And now we know that with enough resolve, we can change any future we do not desire.” She paused, embarrassed. “I admit, I am desiring to not be here right now, or at least have my veil. This is a feeling I never thought I would experience.”

Shiro slapped her on the back gently. “I’m feeling it too, don’t worry. Meeting the parents, it’s a big step in any relationship…”

As they consoled each other, trying to keep calm I stepped out into the pale morning sunlight, greeting the visitors who had left the helicopter. The first was my sister, who had raced over to me like an eager puppy. She then paused as she was about to go in for a hug, blinking as she saw Shiro and Tsukiko following me out.

“Wow, so who’s that? She’s as hot as you, Shiro!” my sis cried out, stunned. “Bro, you haven’t been snaring more beauties, have you? Mom’s going to flip out…” I could actually see my mother with a bright face watching on behind her, though auntie Hana didn’t look quite so happy, nor did her parents. I haven’t seen Eri's grandparents in a long while. Keeping secrets from them didn’t feel good, but they’ve always been gossips…

“You know it, dear sister.” Shiro smirked, and my sis flushed.

“Dear sister, wow. I’ve only seen girls called that in manga. It feels kind of good though, especially from a hot older girl like… no, no, losing track of my thoughts!” my sis declared. “So, she’s one of my bro’s?”

“You’ve met her before, actually.” I remarked cheerfully. “This is Matsumuro Tsukiko.” I raised my voice as the family caught up, all standing around us in a semi-circle. “She was known as the noble Lady Diviner, centrepiece of Japan’s traditional faith. So she’s kind of a big deal.”

“She was also kind of dead!” my sis gasped, with her usual lack of tact. “But then you did say your Kin Restoration could work miracles. Damn… I’m happy for you bro.” A few tears glittered in Aiko’s blue eyes as she stared brightly at her, inspecting her from head to toes. “And wow, keeping yourself covered up was a sin against humanity, Tsukiko-chan, you’re super stunning!”

“You are very similar to your brother, I see.” Tsukiko replied wryly, feeling a bit overwhelmed by her hurricane-force personality. “But yes, I shall hide myself no more. I accept I am a woman, as well as a Diviner.”

“I see. That;s wonderful! I always welcome more gorgeous daughters-in-law!” Mom grabbed her hand, shaking it, leaving Tsukiko a bit bemused. “I’m Emily, but you can call me mom if you want! If not, Emi or Emily-chan is also fine!” She turned to Shiro. “I’ve heard about you. My son’s university friend, huh? If I’d have known my Aki was hanging out with girls as good as you, I’d have been bragging to the whole town!”

“That’s all very well… it’s a pleasure to meet you both.” auntie Hana greeted them, though it clearly made her a little uncomfortable. “But where’s little Eri? Shouldn’t she be here to greet us? You aren’t neglecting her, are you?”

Before anyone could answer, Eri’s voice rang out clearly. “Of course he isn’t, mother, don’t be absurd.” Everyone turned, only to see Eri in her dress walking out confidently. On seeing that, everyone froze, and I realised why she was wearing such a revealing summery dress despite it being deep into autumn.

“Eri, you’re… you’re walking.” uncle Junpei whispered, voice cracking with emotion, as auntie burst into tears and rushed at her. Eri took the hug, pouting but clearly happy for the affection, and she patted her mother on the back gently.

“There’s no need to fuss. I’m fine. See?” Eri’s bare arms and legs showed no traces of injury, her skin smooth and soft. “Akio promised you I’d recover, and so I have.”

“I know.” uncle agreed, hardly daring to believe his eyes. “But you can’t blame us for worrying, can you? You’re our precious daughter.”

Eri let out a sigh. “I guess not. Now I feel a little bad about this.”

“So, how long have you been deceiving us?” my sis butted in. “That’s so not cool!”

“Only a few days.” Eri promised. As Hana finally released her hug, looking Eri over, even bending down to touch her legs, Eri sighed. “I was getting better slowly, but then the rest happened all at once. Akio thought I should tell you, but…” her smile was both apologetic and wicked. “…I wanted to surprise you. And isn’t it a good one? Aren’t you happy?”

“Wow, yeah, she’s definitely learning bad habits. That sounds like something Shaeula would do. Speaking of… where is she?” my sis asked.

“Busy.” I explained briefly, before Tsukiko, rather uncomfortable at the scrutiny, but eager to make a good impression, invited everyone inside for tea…
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“We spent a few days touring Japan. It was an interesting experience. Especially with a guide.” Grandfather Jack was saying. “Fortunately the man was bilingual, so we didn’t have any difficulties.”

“I told you dear, we’re going to have to learn more Japanese. We can’t be lazy anymore.” Grandmother Evelyn chided him gently. “Still, I do want to thank that gentleman, he was so well-spoken and polite.”

“He would be.” I laughed. “He’s surely one of Fujiwara Security’s best. So, what stood out the most?”

“You need to ask? Here of course.” Jack replied, surprised. “I’ve seen many strange things since you came to visit with those girls. But doesn’t this trump all?” They had seen the Fae working around the shrine, and their jaws had nearly hit the floor in shock.

“I’m more impressed by you, Eri dear.” Evelyn spoke to Eri, who nodded happily. “Our Emily was always bragging about you as if you were her own daughter. You’re adorable in photographs, but in person I think you’re prettier. Akio is a lucky boy, having such a childhood friend… oh, and a friend from university as well.” Evelyn finished at Shiro’s pleading look.

“Yeah, Aki is friends with the best. Come to think of it, perhaps he was destined to be a protagonist from the moment he started stacking up the top-tier friends.” Shiro mused.

“I don’t think our parents get it.” my sis suggested gently. “You might want to tone down the humour, Shiro.”

As Shiro glanced down, cheeks suddenly pink, my mom piped up that she indeed did get it. “I also have another question.” mom asked afterwards, looking at the guest who was with us, sitting beside Tsukiko and drinking tea with us all, as though she belonged there. “Why is Princess Mikasa, our Imperial Princess, in your house? Are you collecting Princesses or something?”

At that Eri nearly spat out her drink as she snorted, and some got up her nose, choking her. As my sis slapped her on the back, trying to help her breathe again, Tsukiko and Shiro exchanged glances, before Shiro started snickering.

“Do excuse me. I’ve been rude.” Yukiko-san put on her best manners. “Akio-san here is a colleague of mine, and a friend, I should say. Tsukiko is also my dearest friend. As for why I am here…” She nodded at me, and I explained that she was attending an important event in the Seelie Court with us this evening. Beside her, Azuki was sipping tea from a tiny cup, the size of a thimble, though how that worked with her doll body I wasn’t sure.

Best not let Ixitt see or he’ll dissect her… It was handy having Azuki at the Shrine, since it allowed easy communication between the Boundary and here, although the need for that has diminished with so many people able to come and go freely. It’ll be useful having her in our parents’ house for emergencies.

“Wow, that’s so awesome. Bro, can I go? Please?” My sis wheedled, and I found myself smiling. Nothing ever changes my sister, does it? I find that reassuring. I found myself staring at her face, my thoughts going to something I had been considering for a while, and she flushed. “Hey, I know I’m pretty, but stare at Eri and the others, I’m not your girlfriend!”

With a snort of derision and a shake of my head, I dismissed that. “You sure think highly of yourself, sis, that I’d be considering a taboo act in front of our parents. No, I was just thinking about a request you made of me…”

“I requested something else? Uh… okay, I don’t remember, but… can I go? I’ll be no trouble, I promise!”

As father told her off, I stopped him by raising a hand. “Fine. As celebration of the whole family being together again, even our grandparents, you can come as a guest. I’m sure Shaeula won’t mind. Besides, you can at least defend yourself long enough for us to come to your rescue if there’s any trouble.”

“Are you expecting trouble?” Shiro asked, and I shook my head.

“No. With all the powerful dignitaries like Shaeula’s father there, it should be very safe. For everyone but me.” I answered, a touch nervously.

“Why is that?” father asked, and I explained.

“It seems Shaeula’s father Shaetanao is … very… doting and overprotective of his daughter. It’s ironic, considering he let himself be manoeuvred into nearly getting her killed by his enemies, so if he starts any crap I’ll fire back with that, but…”

“Oh, if he’s anything like Shaeraggo, you’ll be fighting a duel.” My sis understood, laughing. “Don’t worry, your darling sister will cheer for you bro!”

“Before that…” Eri’s grandmother, Haruyo-san spoke up, her voice frail. “Wataru and I were left out, even our daughter and son-in-law knew, but not us. Aren’t we family, Akio-kun? I remember babysitting you when you were young.”

It did happen, though as soon as I was barely old enough to be responsible, I took over babysitting duties for my sis and Eri. To be fair to them, they’ve never been healthy, and looking after energetic kids is hard. “Sorry, a lot has been going on. We weren’t deliberately keeping you in the dark. Even my parents only knew for a couple of months. The government wanted to keep things under wraps, so we’ve been erring on the side of caution, isn’t that right, Yukiko-san?”

She gave me a 'why are you throwing this at me' look, but she handled it well. “That’s right. Other than some very important people, knowledge was kept restricted to prevent public panic. It’s only now after London those restrictions are lifted, and even now, keeping knowledge to those who need it is standard practice.”

“That’s right, mother.” Auntie Hana was a bit flustered, but she supported us. “We went through all this. There’s no point holding grudges. We’re all together now. And… little Aki, you’ll be sure to help mother and father recover and be healthy again, won’t you?”

“Of course. In fact, why don’t I do that right now? I’ll leave you all to chat.” Though you’ll regret it, at least in the short term. But then, there’s no gain without pain…

[image: ]

I was now in another room, just with my father, uncle Junpei, and Jack. It was just us men, but Wataru-san was missing, as the Chirurgery was hard on him and his wife, as I expected. There were a lot of areas of weakness and wear and tear that needed regenerating, and their lungs were especially weak. Fixing that was extremely painful for them. The two of them were lying down recovering, while the girls were all chatting.

Cracking open the seal on a fine bottle of whiskey, I poured out some glasses of the amber liquid. “It’s a bit early in the day for booze, but I guess we’re celebrating. To the family, and to Eri’s recovery. I’d like to celebrate Tsukiko too.” I’m not going to explain that she was dead, but if I explain she was like Eri, in a bad way, they’ll understand.

“She seems a good woman.” Jack remarked. We were all speaking English, so there were no problems with understanding. “But how many is that now, my boy? Ten?”

“Eleven…” I admitted, and uncle flexed his fists.

“I really get an urge to punch you now, Aki. But that wouldn’t do any good. And it’d just hurt my fists. I have to face facts. You kept your promise. Eri is healthy again. Seeing Hana fuss over her until she was red in the face, demanding she stop… I felt relief at last.”

“As did I. Letting Eri suffer such injuries was a grave mistake, son.” my father suggested, and I nodded.

“I know. But we learn from them. In the future, it might happen again to some of us, what we are going to face will be terrible, but… it won’t be for such a foolish, valueless reason, I promise that at least.”

“I don’t feel good about this, not at all, but…” uncle sighed, and Jack took over.

“You’ve seen London on the news, I’m sure. Somebody has to step up. And I think you’d rather want your daughter to be strong.” He reached down and held the crucifix he had around his neck. “By God, I worry about the world. But… I’m happy to know my grandson is doing his best to protect it and the people who live here.”

I agreed. “If we do nothing, then we can’t respond if we get caught up in something like Kyoto. That’s why we train and fight, so we aren’t just at the mercy of events, but can choose our own path.”

“A man should be bold, yet always think of caution.” my father advised. “I used to think you were too timid, son. It seems I was wrong.” At the distant, reminiscing look in his eyes, we let him gather his thoughts. As he took a swig of the whiskey, rolling it around his tongue, he reached a conclusion. “Son, Akio. I have always felt it is the role of a man to provide for his family. Junpei too.” At his nod, my father continued. “Now, such views are likely seen as old-fashioned, especially in the West.” Jack agreed with that.

“Our families have always been poor, but we’ve raised three good children between us.” father continued, and Junpei sighed.

“I would have said so, but Eri has learned some bad habits. Worrying us like that just to make a scene…”

“She depends on you too much, Akio.” father continued. “That is a heavy burden.”

“I know. And one I wasn’t prepared for. I was damn immature, I admit it. But I can’t afford to be any longer. As for providing for my family, I know. I can’t just rely on Hinata’s money, I have to earn to make us all happy and prosperous.”

“It’s not just financial, the man, the head of the household, he has to provide emotionally. And that’s going to be hard for you now.”

“He’s right, Aki.” Junpei agreed. “Even keeping Hana happy is a full-time job, and you have eleven. If you don’t give everyone proper care and attention… your life and theirs will be miserable.”

“I think it’s more nuanced than simple numbers.” I objected. “Though I do understand and worry about it a lot. It’s like when you had us, father, you and mom had to split your love between each other, Aiko and me. Love’s not finite, though time is. All I can say is, I’m going to do my best, and I’m lucky…” I grinned at uncle. “…Eri’s a good girl, they all are. She’s come a long way, from her tantrums with Shaeula, to being a girl who extends a hand to the others who have had a tough, sad time. I’m not alone. I have to be the anchor, just as it’s the centre of a Territory, but an anchor can’t protect a Territory alone. Besides…” my smile turned wry. “…I have a big family now to lean on.” Hell, with Shaeula’s family alone it already gets complicated…

“I see. In that case, all I can do is hope you hold to your resolve, and do not backslide.” Father agreed, raising his glass. “A toast them. To family.”

“To family!” we echoed, and I took a swig of the rich whiskey, feeling a warm glow that wasn’t entirely the alcohol…
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“…so bro, I know you’re worried about Nishimorioka and Chairoakitara shrine, but… I kind of solved the problem, I think?” She tilted her head cutely, and I sighed.

“Why don’t you sound sure?” Beside me, Shaeula was laughing, while my mother was talking to Daiyu, Hyacinth translating for her, Asha listening silently. We were in the back of one of several limousines Hinata had sent for us, and we were being transported to the Jonan hills, to formally move to our new homes, although I would be commuting back to Shirohebizumi shrine most days and staying there sometimes. Although my Astral body is in the Boundary there at the moment, which gives us greater security.

“No, I have.” she corrected. “I was taking Rika-chan and Yae-chan for a last tour, when I ran into an Oni. She was tough as hell, bro, she was wrecking my Golden Sister Army like they were toy soldiers. I was a bit scared, to be honest…” She shuddered theatrically, before continuing. “Anyway, luckily that pendant you gave me seemed to do the trick, bro, and she stopped fighting. Turns out she’s impressed by you, and she wants to meet you. She hopes you can introduce her to some Oni called Red, from the Night Parade? I think she’s got a crush on him…”

On that big guy? Great… I wonder what Blue would do about that. I’m not sure if they are brother and sister, or lovers, but the way Blue spoke about Red’s brother we killed, it didn’t seem like he was her brother too… As if agreeing with me, Shaeula chortled happily. “A fortuitous meeting indeed-indeed. That I would dearly like to see. We shall have-have to arrange it. Far be it for us to miss-miss such an entertaining spectacle.” She then peered at Aiko, serious. “Do you think this Oni is trustworthy? I would not-not have Chairoakitara destroyed, nor have Rika and Yae harmed.”

“I think so. Until she gets bored, anyway. She doesn’t strike me as the patient type. So best make the trip over in good time, bro.” my sis warned. “As for her, all she needs to do is keep the area around the shrine free of troubles, and I did say to Rika-chan and Yae-chan they could see if she’ll escort them to the source of fire element to train. I warned them not to go alone.” She paused, before smiling slyly. “Yae-chan’s still pining for you bro, you sinful man. Why not snatch her up?”

I shook my head. “Yae’s a nice enough girl, but I barely know her.” Sure, I barely know Tsukiko too, but the situation is different. We’ve been through life and death together, carry the same burdens. Yae is an ordinary girl. “She’d be better off with any number of other guys.”

“Wow, poor Yae crashing and burning. Oh well, if she gets up her courage to ask you out properly, don’t be a loser big bro moonstone and fob her off to spare here feelings. Give it to her straight, either way. It’s better to know and not have false hope, although of course, it’s even better to be accepted. Wow, been a while since I was able to call you a moonstone.”

“Well, my little sis sapphire…” I shot back. “...your brother, believe it or not, is quite good at handling girls now…” I ignored Shaeula’s noise of disbelief beside me. “I’ve sorted the Kana and Asha situations, and I didn’t have any problems with Tsukiko. Your brother can learn, you know.” I remarked dryly. “Anyway, good job, but she sounds a bit volatile, so we’ll take a trip out there and sort the mess as soon as we can. As for you now…” I ruffled my sister’s hair, and she pouted, though she made no move to escape. “…you have to finish your schooling and do your exams, but other than that, you can help us in the Boundary, and we’ll look for the perfect spot for your Territory.”

“Great bro! You’re the best!” She flung her arms around me, and I had to listen to more laughter from my mom and Shaeula, as the limousine pulled ever closer to our destination…

[image: ]


“Wow, it’s better than the photos! It’s like some super-secret fortress!” my sis exclaimed, looking out of the window as the convoy of limousines pulled up into the estate. We first passed through a very secure gate, the massive composite structure, looking like black metal yet made from the most advanced impact and cutting resistant materials, was set into an impressive wall, which was scattered with cameras, infra-red sensors and more.

“That’s right, Ai!” Mom was also glued to the window, blue eyes wide. “Your mom is finally going to live a life of luxury! Surrounded by an entire football team of daughters-in-law!” Azuki, who was held in her lap, mom having taken a liking to the doll, rolled her red eyes at her enthusiasm.

“Yeah, but doesn’t a team have substitutes?” my sis asked unhelpfully. “You’re allowed five, right? Bro had better try harder!”

Once past the gate, we were greeted by a number of beautiful gardens, full of trees and bushes. Due to the season, they were a little threadbare, but Asha seemed interested, her yellow eyes taking them in. It was hard for a Dryad to be too far from her Tree for long, though the stronger the Tree and the Dryad, the further and longer they could be separated, so Asha would be returning to Shirohebizumi frequently, but she had no wish to be apart from me all the time.

Past the gardens were a number of smaller houses, though to call them small was doing them a disservice, as they could quite easily hold an average family in some luxury, and they were far larger than our home in Nishimorioka. Finally, the limousine pulled to a stop, and I could see that father and the others had got out of their own vehicles and were taking in the view of a multi-story mansion of great elegance, with an even larger footprint than the training school, which for central Tokyo was obscenely massive. No, this whole estate must be worth many billions of yen. I think we need to get Ixitt’s factory rolling, or I need to Heal some more wealthy businessmen…

Further down the hill, I could see a smaller, two-story mansion, which was where our families were going to live, just a few hundred metres away. Seeing my gaze, Aiko shrugged. “Don’t worry bro, your darling sister will be just a mere moment away. I’ll come over to play often!”

As Shaeula cackled that she was sure Aiko would, our door was opened by some of the Fujiwara Security personnel that were present. Waiting for us was Hinata, there with her grandfather, Motoko and Natsumi behind them, wearing training hakama in blue and white, as well as Kana, who was looking around in a daze.

“Well then.” Hinata bounded over to us. “Mother-in-law, welcome to your new home. I hope you can look kindly on me, as I am eager to be a daughter you can be proud of.”

“You’re so well-mannered Hinata-chan. You two as well. Motoko-chan, Natsumi-chan, don’t be shy.” Mom opened her arms, offering a hug, being rather more tactile than the Japanese. Hinata, currying favour, cheekily reciprocated, and seeing that, even the more reserved martial arts duo joined in. My mom was glowing with happiness, and my sis and I exchanged embarrassed looks, before bursting out laughing.

Damn, mom can be such a free spirit at the most inappropriate times. What made me laugh harder was Azuki, who managed to slip away, falling to the ground, after nearly being smothered by the hug. But still, everyone being together at last, that’s surely something to celebrate…


Illustrations


[image: Bellaera, a beautiful blue-haired and blue-eyed Elf]
Things are quiet at the Spring now. And I heard you were going out on an expedition. I am still a Way-Warden, and my specialties lean into this sort of thing.



[image: Daiyu, black haired beauty in a black Chinese dress, holding a lit sparkler]

It is more unbelievable that I would be here with my Dao Companion. I thank you for your efforts to console me. We should enjoy ourselves.


[image: Natsumi at a festival, flushed face, holding a mug of sake, in her hakama.]

I’d like that. But only one mug. We can share again.


[image: Motoko, in her blue and white hakama, eating from a plate of heaped meats.]

I have always had a healthy appetite compared to other daughters of nobility who seldom move their bodies.


[image: Kana in her red and white shrine maiden hakama, bursting through the surrounding flames.]

The Gods are just like the Kami. Gods are Kami, just not necessarily ours. They give power that they understand. But what we choose to do with it… depends on us!


[image: Suzuki Haru, hair and eyes golden, bursting from the Sacred Flame, empowered.]

Don’t fret, I’m perfectly fine. In fact, I feel better than ever. It’s almost like I’m filled with life. Which is odd, considering.


[image: Hinata, addressing a crowd in the Boundary, wearing an attractive black military uniform.]

We have called you all here to be something greater. Think very carefully about what you’ll be giving up if you pass up this choice. I don’t want any of you to regret it. The name of Adamant will soon be synonymous with power, authority and victory, and you shall all be as close as sisters, fighting for the same cause, for Adamant, for Akio and the world in which those you love dwell.


[image: Tsukiko, in her red and white hakama, smiling joyously under the aurorae-streaked Boundary skies.]

I know. But I wished my first kiss was better. Besides… this one I could enjoy, I could savour. I finally feel my age. A woman.


[image: Eri, her black hair blowing in the breeze, stands in a garden in a short-sleeved and short hemmed white sun dress.]

There’s no need to fuss. I’m fine. See? Akio promised you I’d recover, and so I have.


Afterword


Hi, it's me again, Ship Teaser! After the quieter, more sedate Book 10, I hope you found Book 11 far more high-octane, as there was plenty of action, as well as some other fun stuff too! As always, I'm going to talk about the events in the book now, so if you are the sort to check the afterword first, spoilers ahead, might want to come back later!

Basically, this book covers the Mount Atago mini-arc, which has a tournament arc, though I'm sure it wasn't what you expected for that. This introduces new characters, one of the more major mysteries of the story, which will continue to be chipped away at for many books to come, and also some new Skills and powerups. It also carries on a bit past that, and ends on what I think is a satisfying, if a bit abrupt note, when the family reunites to live in their new home in Tokyo, and Eri is revealed to be fully recovered.

Now, those who've read the webnovels may ask, why not finish at the end of this Arc instead? The answer is… balance. That would make this book like 280k words, and make splitting the next arc a pain, so… Book 12 (coming soon!) will cover to the end of the Arc and a chunk of the start of the next one, covering a major event. It'll also be a big boy, but not 280k big, lol!

Oh, and one last thing. This book contains probably the second (or maybe third) most controversial element of OAT on a whole, Adamant, but… rest assured, the role it plays in the story is both major, and not what those that worried feared. After all, trust in Akio, and you won't be disappointed. But don't women look great in military uniform? And who doesn't think Akio needs his own army of spiritual Valkyries? So, if you found the side chapter troubling, and still made it to here, rest assured, it won't go like you fear, and you can always come chat in discord or the subreddit to allay any issues you have.

Anyway, I hope you enjoyed the shift in pace here. The downside of a long, serialised story is splitting the books can be a nightmare, but I do my best, and I'll at least not keep you cliffhangered for long, I promise!

Oh, and one last thing. I mentioned it in my new Author and Community socials tag (saves me having to link them in the Afterword each time, hope it works for everyone!) but there's a new website https://harem-lit.com/

It truly is a labour of love from the creators, and has many amazing features. It looks awesome too, and it's user friendly for both authors and readers alike. And the waifu collector game is… addictive. I can only hope that one day you might see Shaeula, Eri and the others make an appearance! Please, if you haven't, go check the site out, and I bet you'll love it, and start using it as much as I have been. Oh, and feel free to drop me a review there (and on amazon too, of course) as more algorithm boosts can't hurt my discoverability, and don't we want new fans? The more the merrier, the theorycrafting and relationshipping chats in discord can get fun. Just don't mention ghost ships, if you want to get out without being talked to death, lol…

Anyway, thanks for reading, and I very much hope to see you here again for Book 12!
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