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One Hundred And Eighteen


When I woke up the flight was almost over. I guess I did need the rest, I have a lot on my mind… Eri and the girls were up too, talking to each other about trivial matters, laughing and joking playfully, but my keen senses picked up… something… off about them all, an undertone, some sort of emotions I was unable to decipher. Still, when I asked about it, all I got was laughing denials and advice that talk between girls was no place for a man to butt in on.

Deciding to heed their wisdom, I joined the harmless talk, reminiscing about the trip and what we were going to do next. The flight was due to land in a couple of hours, late afternoon Monday in local Japanese time, unwinding the advantage of the time difference we had enjoyed in the other direction. The original plan was for Eri and Aiko to head home once we reached Tokyo, but now they seemed opposed to that idea.

“No way bro, we can take a train tomorrow, you can afford new tickets, can't you?” My sister was complaining. “School doesn’t start in Nishimorioka until the fourth, so that leaves tomorrow free. There’s no way that while we are here we are going to miss out on seeing the little love-nest you share with Shaeula, right Eri?”

At the term love-nest Eri and Shaeula shared a look, their expressions hard to interpret. Eri isn’t reacting as defensively as I’d expect…

As I was pondering that I nearly missed the final words from my sis. “… and wow, I really want to put off getting home for as long as possible. It’s going to be so awkward. It isn’t fair I have to explain it first to mom and dad…”

Oh yeah. I got engaged. And… yeah. That. My father is going to be really angry, especially as he warned us. I don’t regret it, but even so… “Yeah, my bad. Just get them to call me, I’ll… take care of it then, as best I can, anyway.” Eri shot me a sympathetic look, and I returned her smile. “I guess you’ll have trouble with your parents too, right Eri? Though probably of a different kind. If anything, they’ll be trying to get us to set a date for the wedding, I'd imagine?”

As Eri nodded, giggling, I turned back to my sis, who was grinning at my discomfort. “And it isn’t a love-nest. Shaeula doesn’t have anywhere else to live here on the Material. Now we have money, if she wants to move out, she can. There isn’t anything to see, really, it’s just a pokey apartment out in the boonies. Nothing exciting at all, I assure you.”

“No, I shall not-not be moving out. Though we will be relocating soon, will we not-not, my master?” Shaeula added her own comment.

“Yeah, assuming I can persuade Shirohebizumi shrine, we’ll be making that our base of operations both in the Material and Boundary.”

“Damn, I’m feeling left out again, bro!” my sister complained. “Come on Shaeula, I need more advice. How can I get this to work so I can join you all in that mysterious world?”

As we shared more laughter and I advised her sternly that the Boundary wasn’t a holiday destination, but a place of risk and danger, the captain announced that the plane would be coming in to land shortly. Yeah, the trip was awesome, in more ways than one, but I’ll be glad to be home. I hope nothing has gone wrong in our absence…
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“Yeah, you weren’t kidding when you said it was pokey, bro. It’s smaller than I thought it would be. If I ended up staying here with you, you’d just end up being a lucky pervert all the time.” She shuddered mock-theatrically. “Now I see why you’ve seen Shaeula naked, accidents are bound to happen in this tiny room.”

“Aiko! Don’t be crude!” Eri warned her, flushing.

Ignoring their banter I dropped off all the bags, which I had ended up having to carry myself. It wasn’t too heavy for me, even with all the souvenirs, but I still only had two hands, so it was as awkward as hell.

“And why is what little space you have filled up with all this… junk?” My sister persisted, eyeing my shelves full of manga, anime and figurines. “I’d say this is definitely the room of a virgin loser, but I guess now I’d be wrong, wouldn’t I? Are you sure you want to marry my big bro?” she teased her best friend, while Shaeula laughed uproariously.

Digging out our spare futons from the closet, I laid them out. With them down there was barely any room to move, but the girls seemed happy, saying it was just like a sleepover. Shaeula had opened the fridge and was already drinking, so I decided to cook dinner.

“That sounds cool, bro.” my sis approved. “You’ll definitely be the wife of the relationship, won't he Eri?”

“No way.” Eri protested. “I’m going to learn cooking and cleaning and everything a wife needs to do for her husband. I’ll be the best wife ever!”

“Well, out of a ‘dinner, bath and me’ routine, you’ve managed to give him the ‘me’ bit, right?” She winked, and Eri protested, red as boiled lobster.

“Aiko! I’ve told you not to embarrass me!”

Yeah, it is good to be back. As the meat I added to the pan sizzled away, I basked in the warm glow of family and friendship, once more reaffirming what I was fighting for…
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Taking in some of the slightly cooler night air, I stood on the balcony area of our apartment. The girls were bathing together, although the bathroom was so small that they were taking turns, to be more accurate. My sis had called our parents and explained that she wanted to look at my Tokyo apartment so she could be more informed about her further education choices, and that they would be back tomorrow instead. That was a fun conversation. Father was asking if everything went well on the trip, while Aiko was trying to hide the fact Eri and I…

Shaking my head to clear it, I took a drink of cold beer, putting aside those worries for now. As I watched the flickering of the streetlights, I realised that even if I moved I’d miss this little apartment. After all, it was the first time I had lived away from home, the start of being an adult.

“Oh, good evening to you, Oshiro-san.” Hashimoto-san had left his own apartment, beer and cigarette in hand, and joined me on the balcony. “Back from your trip?”

He looks tired, worn down. That was one thing I wouldn’t miss about this place. Since it was cheap and poorly situated, it did attract a rather more… downtrodden… type of people. Despite that, maybe their luck could change? After all, mine had…

“Yeah, back safely, my business concluded. Things went well overall, so I’m pretty happy. What about you though?” I asked. “You seem down. Work troubles, or more problems with your daughter?”

“Isn’t it always?” he said, taking a deep drag on his cigarette, spreading grey smoke into the still night air. “Nothing to be done about it though, at my time of life changing now… it doesn’t happen. I envy the young like you, you still have time to turn your life around. In fact, maybe you have? It sounds pretty lively in there…” He gestured to my apartment, from which sounds of cheerful women could be heard, leaking through the poorly soundproofed walls and doors. “Ah, to be young again.”

“My sister is visiting, along with some friends. She’s thinking of going to university in Tokyo, assuming she can pass any of the entrance exams.” I cracked a smile at that. “She did want to share a home with me to keep down costs, but I think seeing where I actually live will put paid to that.”

“Yes, there’s barely room for one here, never mind sharing with someone of the opposite sex. I know I’m ashamed when I see my daughter…”

We made quiet conversation for a while, talking about the other residents. Apparently Karen-chan had been off work for several days and looked quite unwell. I guess she still hasn’t recovered from what was ailing her. I had souvenirs from me and Shaeula for her, so I’d check on her tomorrow, maybe try and cheer her up.

Once Hashimoto-san returned to his room, I also went inside. The girls had finished changing and were lying in their futons, dressed in their sleepwear. On seeing me, Shaeula waved a hand to beckon me over, to the spot between her and Eri. Shrugging, I settled down between them. “So, what’s up? I did tell you there wasn’t anything to do here.”

“True, but it is the perfect time-time to practice controlling aether and stabilising their networks.” She looked at the eager Eri and my sis. “While it is far-far easier in the Boundary, I believe it would be unfair to Aiko to leave her to train alone, so Eri, I would ask you remain here-here.”

“Yeah, don’t leave me out, Eri! We are best friends, you wouldn’t ditch me, would you?” My sis pleaded, hugging her.

As Eri tried to push the clinging Aiko off, Shaeula used her vision to assess the state of their rudimentary Chakra networks. Once they had settled down she watched as they practised raising aether, and after giving them some advice on how to proceed, Shaeula and I entered my Territory for the first time in a while.

The expanded version of my apartment was empty of our troops, the slowly upgrading Territory Anchor giving off a bright glow of rainbow hues. Checking quickly I discovered there was still seventy-four days remaining. In addition to the iridescent lighting, there was also a constellation of glowing orbs around the Anchor and the Silo, significant amounts of ether having overspilled. I guess the multiple massacres we committed in the deserts of Las Vegas, as well as taking the enemy Territory has really paid off. While I was checking the bounty, Shaeula had stored her makeshift sack of Thunderbird blood inside the Warehouse, and with a snort of relief reformed her yukata, once again looking gorgeous.

“I don’t like that we have so much ether unprotected, but at least the Etheric tide is over. I guess worst case scenario, if we have to we can dump it into speed-building the Anchor. It’ll be a waste but it’s far better than losing it. Anyway, shouldn’t someone have come to greet us by now?” I asked, looking around.

Shaeula nodded, eyes glowing. She suddenly let out a gasp, grabbing my hand. “Quickly now, master. There is much-much trouble!”

Trouble? Letting her lead me out we emerged, only to see damage in all directions. Rubble and collapsed buildings were everywhere, though luckily they weren’t constructed Buildings, just the Boundary versions of the Material dwellings. Hang on, wait a second… Checking the details of my Territory I could see I had lost a Defensive Emplacement somehow. A second, the one that should have been with it, towards the edge of my Territory, was also showing significant damage.

“Shaeula, we need to head this way. Something happened there.” At her nod we raced towards our border. As we did so suddenly a pair of Kobolds came scuttling towards us, fear in their eyes. They were being pursued by… some sort of ghost?

Even as we watched the ghost, which looked like a misty, indistinct woman, vanished, reappearing and thrusting a taloned hand into the skull of one Kobold, who died with a pained shriek.

“Vile spectre, slaying my master’s subjects. You shall-shall pay!” Shaeula snapped, a blade of wind bisecting the ghost. It faded away, and Shaeula clicked her tongue in satisfaction, but the Kobold barked a warning, still running. “No, it will not die, can’t be killed. Attacks do not work on it, strikes fail!”

Shaeula cocked her head, confused, when suddenly the ghost reformed behind her, clawing at her throat. She jumped back, yelping, and I lashed out with my spear. It passed through harmlessly, and the blurred face of the wraith came close to mine, a narrow gash of a mouth opening into an approximation of a pained grin, long spectral hair flailing at me.

Wind cut into it in a series of jade blasts, and separated into six parts the mist evaporated, only to reform yet again mere moments later.

“Just what-what is happening here?” Shaeula asked the Kobold, shaking it angrily.

“It is war, many attacks. For several days fighting, many battles.” The Kobold cowered.

“Where’s the Kamaitachi? Grulgor, or the White Snake Kami?” I questioned him desperately.

“Still fighting, at the front lines, battle edge. Many pig-faced monsters come, with weapons of bright steel, cruel iron. Drive them off, kill many, but they return again and yet again.”

“Below you!” Shaeula called then, as the ghost slid out of the ground, hands reaching for me. Shit, looks like leaving my Territory undefended was quite the risk after all… still, we are back, stronger than ever, so we can turn the tide, I know it. The Anchor is still ours, so we avoided the worst case scenario…

Leaping away I called on the fire inside me. “Foehn! Burn to nothing, you bitch!”

Flames orange as the setting sun cascaded over the wraith, and it began to scream, a silent yell that made no sound but was agony inside our heads. Its form wavered before turning to specks of spectral ash, drifting off into the sky, leaving behind only a pile of ether and a still-burning patch of blazing ground.

“That finished it.” I said with satisfaction, though I would have to be careful using Foehn, as the last thing I wanted was to torch my own Territory. “Now, we need to find someone who is organising the defence. Come on.” I urged Shaeula onwards.

As the Kobold scuttled off to safety, she nodded. “Indeed. Let us punish those who would try and destroy what is ours-ours!”


One Hundred And Nineteen


Heading for the border we ran into a couple of weaselkin. They were wounded, one dragging a leg limply, the other with crude bandages wrapped around their bloody torso, the armour they were wearing dented and cracked. On seeing us their expressions brightened.

“Princess! You have returned” one cried, relieved. “And the master as well-well!”

“What is the situation here?” Shaeula asked, concerned at their injuries. “Where is my Kamaitachi? Where-where are the enemies?”

“We are making a stand by-by the shrine.” The weaselkin answered. “We are ferrying weapons and arrows from the Armoury, since we are too-too injured to fight properly. Alas, many of us do not-not return, dying in ambush…”

As if their words were prophetic, another female wraith materialised out of the surrounding rubble, hands sharpened into ethereal claws, reaching for their necks. I was about to unleash my Foehn when Shaeula beat me to it, raising her hand and calling forth her own flames. An explosion rocked the wraith, which let out a dying scream before turning to ashes and leaving behind some ether.

I guess that Foehn was overkill then. Thinking about it, fire is usually good for purifying undead in stories. Light too, so maybe her dagger would have worked as well… As I was thinking that, the two weaselkin were looking at Shaeula, awe in their expressions. She puffed up proudly as they began to praise her, amazed she could call upon the fire despite being a Fae of wind.

“I am not-not the princess you knew.” she crowed, enjoying their reactions. “Along with my master, I have grown strong-strong indeed, as these knaves who would dare-dare intrude on our Territory and harm our subjects will no-no doubt find out!”

“Yeah, we can gloat later. We need to head to the shrine. We have to make sure your old Territory is safe too, we have a lot of Ether Spires, and more importantly, the Throne there.” I warned.

At her nod we raced off to the shrine, the weaselkin following behind us. As we approached, the damage to the surroundings were magnified, and most of the streets were choked with rubble. Ahead of us a group of monstrous Orcs were gathering, several dozen strong. They seemed to be split up into three distinct groups, one group well armoured and carrying heavy swords and axes, another more lightly armoured group with spears and pikes, and lastly a smaller group with heavy crossbows.

Crossbows, hmm? We could use those ourselves…

“Pig-faced abominations.” Shaeula sneered. “Not-not even the Unseelie Court would use such brutes.”

“Well, yeah, Japanese Orcs are rather more… uh, well let’s just say the tales they feature in are rather different in genre, and seldom for the ladies.” I managed lamely, noticing that the armour of the Orcs was very… bulging… down below.

Shaeula retrieved her pinwheels, and after charging them and the metal coils with verdant energies she sent them out, whirling at the Orcs from behind. They heard the humming and some of them turned, only to be neatly bisected, armour and all, with a baleful whining of shredded metal and shattered bone.

One of the Orcs who was better dressed than the rest, in heavier armour, carrying a massive two-handed bastard sword, tried to strike at the wires, only to look foolish as they swept away from the blow, then flitted back in, slicing through his arms.

I’d better start myself, I can’t let Shaeula hog all the glory… Leaping for the Orcs with crossbows I used aether to speed me forwards at an alarming speed, and though I suffered some minor injuries as I scraped against some of the fallen rubble it was bearable. My spear thrust into the ugly pig-face of the first Orc and wind discharged from the blade, detonating the head of a second Orc behind it. Wires of wind were formed by my will and the emerald cutters snared them in a coruscating net, and ether was spilling free as the corpses collapsed, sliced into multiple pieces.

“Die-die, you brutes!” Shaeula was hurling blasts of flame at the same time as controlling the pinwheels, training herself in her weaker new element, and Orc after Orc was falling. The weasels were looking on in rapt amazement as we butchered them, the fruits of our trials in Las Vegas plain to see. Soon it was all over, and I asked the weasels to carry the crossbows and as many quivers of bolts as they could. I likewise grabbed what I could hold, and with that we continued our advance, after topping up my aether with a little of our gains.

The steps up to the shrine loomed ahead, and as we arrived we could see that more Orcs were trying to press upwards, being held back by a berserk, towering figure of rage, wielding a pair of heavy battle-axes, one in each hand. He was also wearing a cobbled-together set of armour, plates crudely sunken into his flesh, making him look like some sort of maniacal iron golem. Still, Grulgor sure is effective…

“Crush you, smash you, kill you, eat you, break you, Grul will destroy you all!” He was roaring, his acidic spittle burning the face of two Orcs who rushed him, moments before his axes shredded them to a pulp, their corpses disappearing, leaving behind shattered metal armour and ether. More and more Orcs were falling to Grulgor, until a volley of crossbow bolts were fired from groups of them on both sides of the hills, raining down on their own allies too. Most bolts bounced off his makeshift armour, but some buried themselves in his flesh, yet he seemed to hardly notice, merely continuing to slaughter those who tried to push past him.

“One flank each?” I asked Shaeula, and she nodded.

“It looks like the brute can handle himself, not-not that I expected him to have fallen.” she scoffed. “We shall leave-leave the butchery to him.”

I raced to the group on the left, drills of air and blades of wind shining prettily as they carved through the enemies, scattering ether and fallen equipment in their wake. The few survivors turned in my direction, firing at me, but wind deflected the heavy quarrels, and I was soon amidst them, finishing off the last few with my spear. This is similar to fighting the Gnolls. If they just have numbers we can handle them…

Shaeula had also finished up, her toys making her adept at mincing large groups of modest foes, and seeing her expression it made me want to try out the pinwheels myself, but as I was making them I realised I didn’t have the instinctive control of the wind she had, so I wouldn’t be able to use them to their full potential. At least not yet. I’ll get there one day…

Grulgor had surged down the steps, the remaining Orcs throwing themselves at him only to be hacked down. On seeing us he let out a roar of greeting. “Grul says you have returned. The little weasel too. Grul has held this place, and slain many, Grul breaks all who attack us.”

“Yeah, good job.” I approved. “But how did this happen? I know you fought a few Orcs before, but that was well away from our Territory, right?”

“I expect this idiot has done something foolish once-once more.” Shaeula mocked, not getting along with Grulgor as usual. “Not-not that he would know it.”

Ignoring their bickering I asked the most important question. “Where is everyone else? And why isn’t anyone guarding the Anchor?”

Grulgor scratched his head, puzzled, dislodging some of the heavy quarrels stuck in his face, the flesh below bubbling up like pustules, rapidly healing. “Uh, the snake is up on the hill, along with your annoying weasel. Grul has sent his Trolls to rampage, the little pigs make for good breaking.”

“I see.” I was relieved that everyone important was still alive. Patting Grulgor on the shoulder, having to stand on tiptoes to do it, I thanked him for his hand work. With that we left him to guard the front while we bounded up the steps. As we reached the shrine courtyard I noticed that there was a line of glittering shards on the ground, forming a rough circle. Curious, I bent down and touched it. They were white, pink and brown crystals, rough and cold. Is that… I gingerly brought a bit to my mouth and tasted it, only to spit it out. Yep, salt. There was something else though, a tang of ruby energies that clashed with the emerald of my wind.

Shaeula eyed the line of salt warily, hopping over it with a disgusted expression. “It seems-seems to be some sort of barrier drawing on the latent earth energies of this site-site.” she said, contemplating it. “It is a clever working, one our Court sorcerers would be proud of. It also makes this place more-more bearable, there is less of that unpleasant earth essence in the air.”

As we crossed the barrier we were suddenly surrounded by the white snakes that served the Kami. On seeing it was us they relaxed, their guard dropping. The Kami himself came slithering over, and he was followed by the Kamaitachi and a small number of weaselkin and Kobolds.

The numbers seem low, but I guess they’ve done well to hold out without us.

“Welcome back my liege, it isssssss good to seeeee you both ssssssafe.” The Kami hissed sibilantly. “Your return issssss timely indeed.”

“He speaks truly, princess. I had feared if you did not return soon-soon there would be little to return to….” The Kamaitachi trailed off, looking puzzled. “Something seems different about you, princess… wait, what is this?“ His eyes narrowed, and he flicked out a red tongue, tasting the wind.

Well, that’s pretty disgusting. Shaeula was glaring at him as well, seeming to agree with me.

“You… you did not, did-did you?” The Kamaitachi looked distressed. “How will I explain this to your honoured mother? To think that you would choose this mortal who defeated you as your mate-mate, and even go so far as to bind yourselves…”

“Oh, do be silent.” Shaeula snapped. “I have not-not ‘gone all the way-way’ as the mortals would say, though we are connected now and I shall have no other. In due time…” She looked at me, her expression bright, yet somehow alluring, her eyes watery and her face flushed.

Looking away I coughed. Sorry, I’m with Eri. Stop looking at me so hopefully… but… I owe you a lot… ugh… this is not the time for this drama.

“… besides, what mother would not-not wish her daughter to snatch such a fine-fine male?” she continued. “I will speak to her when next we meet, and Akio shall win her approval. I have much-much to discuss with her anyway. It has been long, and her neglect rather-rather pains me.”

“If that is your wish…” the sickle-weasel said doubtfully. “But even if your mother approves, your noble father, and your siblings… they will be most-most wroth…”

“Oh. Yes-yes. Indeed they will be. My sister and Shaeraggo especially. They do-do dote on me, as they should for I am adorable. Yet they treat me as-as a fool, as a weak little doll to be protected. Yet where are they now-now, when I am in dire need?” Her anger was palpable. “Nor could-could they protect me when my foolish pride led to my exile here. Only one-one could, Akio. Is it so wrong to crave he who defends and cherishes me? If my father or siblings take-take issue, then I shall have-have to educate them.”

Uh, that’s quite the speech… I could feel myself heating up, embarrassed. Technically she was right and I had crossed the line with her, but it was to save her life, so… But then I did push her into the situation where she needed saving…

“If that is your will I shall say no more-more…” The Kamaitachi let out a long and bitter sigh. “Just try not to regret this.”

“I regret nothing.” Shaeula said pridefully. “In fact, my siblings and noble father will be awed at how-how I have matured!”

Feeling a little sorry for the long-suffering Kamaitachi, who had been with me since near the beginning, I changed the subject, to more pressing matters. Behind us the weaselkin had dumped off their loot, and I threw down the bolts and bows I was carrying too. “Anyway, can you fill us in on what’s going on? The place is a wreck, though luckily damage to the Territory proper seems minor.”

The sickle-weasel nodded, relieved to be on a safer subject. “A few days prior, the roving bands of foes that were to our north organised, their numbers swelling. They then-then invaded, and with our forces we could do little to stem-stem the seemingly endless tide…”

I see. A full-scale invasion, and from fighting the Orcs they seem like produced troops from a Spawning Spire. It’s Las Vegas all over again, only this time I’m the defender, and the timing couldn’t be worse, with the Anchor upgrading, meaning that anything we lose stays lost, and our defences are pitiful. That fat bastard from the casino would no doubt laugh at me if he knew I was now in his position…


One Hundred And Twenty


“So, seriously, just what is the situation?” I asked. “I get that we are under attack, but why is the defensive line here? If the Anchor is destroyed it’s over, or if we lose the assets in Shaeula’s old dungeon… I get that this place seems defensible, but…”

“If I may explain…?” the Kamaitachi asked, as he seemed to be in charge of the defence. The Kami hissed assent, and the weasel continued. “When the initial enemy forces attacked us-us, we did indeed try to hold the area around the Anchor. However, they also have giant siege-beetles, which have destroyed every building in their path-path. I realised quickly though that-that they were just puppets, dolls like the little dogs are using to mine with-with.” He gestured with one long sickle to the small group of Kobold miners that were listening to our conversations intently. “Their orders seemed to be to attack where resistance was strongest, so instead of trying to hold the Anchor, we risked luring them to here-here…”

A risky play indeed… Of course, my Anchor still stands, so I can’t get too angry. Thinking about the dangers of upgrading the Territory, there can’t be many who are going to risk Rank three until they have significant forces in place. I was too overconfident.

“That strategy is quite-quite the bold one.” Shaeula agreed with me. “Much could have gone wrong, and all my master has worked for would have been ruined. I would not-not have been pleased by such an event. If they had beings who could reason, such as us-us, this plan would have failed miserably.”

“True, but our options were limited. Grulgor and his Trolls are incapable of following our orders to defend-defend, so we let them roam freely, destroying all they come across. The pig-beasts are well armed, but against the might of the Trolls they are no-no match.”

“So, that further spreads their forces, right? But what about these ghost girls?” I asked, getting to the heart of the matter.

“They also seem to have little consciousness.” The Kamaitachi answered. “Though they appear and disappear at will, and we have proved unable to defeat them, our attacks useless-useless. We have lost weaselkin and Kobolds to their ambushes, but they pose little threat to Trolls or us-us.”

“We ussssssssed the power of earthhhhhh to create a ssssssacred sssssssalt barrier around the sssssshrine. Thisssssss preventsssssss their ingressssssss, and reinforccccccesssssss the idea the Anchor isssssss here.” The White Snake Kami interjected, and the Kamaitachi nodded.

“Yes-yes, they cannot breach the salt barriers, It is Divine arts, very-very clever. It further serves to draw the enemies to us, where they can do little harm-harm.”

“I see.” I nodded, having got a grasp on the situation. “Well, if we can continue to lure their forces into thinking that we are based here, that’s a good thing…” Luckily I had built all of my assets indoors, apart from the Defensive Emplacements, and one of those was gone already. Since the Anchor room had turned into a pseudo-dungeon as well, similar to where Shaeula’s lair was, that meant it was hard to discover. Although if these siege-beetles hit the building by chance…

Clapping my hands together I looked at my subordinates, everyone waiting eagerly for my orders, especially Shaeula, who was looking at me with expectation, eyes agleam with orange light.

“You’ve done good work, and I apologise for leaving you to handle this alone. Fortunately, we are back now, stronger than ever, and we’ve also found that we can defeat the ghosts. They are vulnerable to fire, so Shaeula and I can keep them at bay.”

“Fire?” the Kamaitachi blinked. “What does he mean, princess?”

“Ohohohoho!” Shaeula gave a laugh that a rich young girl might in a certain sort of anime, hand held to her face in a haughty manner. No doubt she’s picked that up from some show she’s watched…

“Yes, bow-bow before my newfound glory!” she crowed. “My mother, my father, my siblings… all-all shall be amazed that I have transcended the bounds of my limits as a Fae, and I now-now wield the flame!” She raised one hand and a rich yellow bloom of fire winked into existence before detonating in a shower of bright sparks.

As the Kamaitachi looked on open-mouthed in shock, I continued, bypassing the interruption. “Anyway, we can’t keep relying on the fact that we are being attacked by troops from a Spawning Spire. Sooner or later whoever is in charge will get tired of losing their forces, after all, it’s quite an investment keeping up armies like this day after day. They might throw in the towel, or more likely…” Yeah, I'm sure of it. It’s what I’d do if my forces were getting slaughtered due to lack of leadership on the ground. “… they’ll either come out themselves to command on site, or they’ll deploy some sort of leaders who can react on the fly to direct them.” It would be just like the Gnolls in Las Vegas. Leaders could command the ‘soulless’ troops, making them significantly more dangerous. Hell, even my Kobold puppets can be put to work by the miners. “Anyway, if that happens, I have no doubt they’ll locate the Anchor and Shaeula’s old lair. If that happens, we lose. So…”

I laid out my battle plans. Shaeula and I would make sure one of us was here all the time to handle the defence, and we would also set up forces around key areas, so we could respond to any attacks against our strategic weak-points rapidly. Grulgor and the Trolls would be brought to heel and utilised better, and we would start to push back against the invaders, attempting to work out where their Territory was. Yeah, no way that we can sit here on the defensive until my Territory finishes upgrading. We have too much else to do…

“I am rueing I could not-not convince Eri to let us…” Shaeula began, before blushing prettily. “I would have liked-liked the extra Levels.”

Yeah, I would have liked you to have them too, but … that way is no good! “Well, at least I might make a Level or two.” I chuckled, rubbing her head instinctively. “It’s good ether too at least… and whatever is wasted on their troops will be what they can’t spend on their own Territory…” I trailed off as sounds of collapsing buildings could be heard in the distance. “I think we all know what we have to do. Looks like we’re up!”

As our forces dispersed to hold the positions I had ordered, Shaeula and I used our high speed to rapidly reach our borders. The weakened defensive barrier was completely unable to even slow the invasion, as it was down since several days ago, and was slow to regenerate while the Anchor was diverting all of our resources to its upgrade. This meant that the enemy could come and go unimpeded.

“I see, those are indeed quite-quite the beetles. I am no lover of insects, but we could-could use such in our own forces.” Shaeula pursed her lips as she saw the attackers.

“Yeah, no kidding.” I looked at the van-sized bugs in awe. They were Japanese scarab beetles, with copper coloured bodies and shiny green heads and throats. They actually looked kind of cute… I remember catching bugs back in the day with Eri and my sis up in the mountains. Aiko was really into it, if I recall. Eri not so much though, she spent most of the day clinging to my arm…

What wasn’t cute however, was the fact they were using their massive size to bulldoze through the Boundary shadows of the buildings, ploughing through walls seemingly unharmed by the falling rubble. They were followed by several-dozen more Orcs, though these were poorly equipped. I daresay their Armoury can’t keep up with the rate of attrition? After all, we’ve been plundering their fallen gear for our own use…

“The direction they are moving takes them perilously close-close to our Anchor.” Shaeula observed. “I suggest we defeat them quickly.” Her pinwheels spun to life around her, dancing.

“Right. Here we go!” I raced down towards the first of the three giant beetles. As I approached, the Orcs stopped their advance and began to swarm at me, their formation ragged. I’ve led troops from a Spawning Spire before, and also fought them. I understand their limitations, and I can use them to my advantage…

Feinting backwards, scuttling away from the glittering head of the beetle as it tried to headbutt me, the Orcs were led into range of Shaeula, heedless of the danger. Seconds later they were all in pieces, the pinwheels whizzing through them, silver and crimson gore scattering from the whirring wires, ether pooling as they dispersed.

Using that gap I thrust my spear at the beetle, bluesteel head shrouded in cutting winds, but the attack merely damaged the attractive emerald shell a little. As the impact jarred my arms I leapt backwards, a second beetle coming at me. They collided, staggering, and Shaeula attacked, her pinwheel wires striking their bodies, only to get tangled in the hard shells, cutting in slowly with a muted whine.

“Careful, the pressure on the wires is building!” I called out, seeing the wires tangling and bending. “They aren’t designed for taking strain, the bluesteel is too weak!”

Clicking her tongue angrily Shaeula withdrew her pinwheels and pulled out her bells and dagger. “They must-must have some power in their shells, master. The wires can cut-cut through thick steel as if it was butter, so to think-think they can barely scratch these bugs… it vexes me.” She stomped her foot adorably. “I demand-demand improvements. The dirt-grubbing dogs should have fished us up more ores by now-now, even under the current trials.”

Shit, she’s cute when she's mad… “I’ll see if I can make some time. I think the shells might contain wind of their own, which is repelling ours. Damn, they are tough as hell.” My spear was making little headway, and even with my great strength it was tough. I was considering our next move when suddenly one beetle slumped to the ground, a brutal shattering sound ringing out, head split open by a ragged battle-axe that had been hurled from a distance. As gore and brain matter scattered, only to fade into ether, the beetle leaving behind some of its carapace, glittering green and copper under the non-light of the Boundary, Grulgor leapt forwards, his other worn axe smashing apart as it struck a second beetle, staggering it despite its huge size.

“Grulgor! Good timing!” I enthused, using the opportunity to unleash fire, white hot flames seeping through the dent in the carapace, starting to burn the beetle alive.

Grulgor looked down at the warped handle of his now headless axe in puzzlement before tossing it aside. “I have come to crush and eat these bugs! Grul likes strong foes.” he intoned, his voice booming. He stomped on the head of the fallen beetle I was broiling, and with a sickening crunch that head burst too. Yeah, every time I see Grulgor in action, I’m reminded that being strong is nice, but I’m still at the level one blow can end me…

I turned to the third beetle, expecting a tough fight, only to find it gone, pieces of shell and a puddle of ether all that was left, Shaeula holding her pinwheels and looking on in satisfaction. Hang on, didn’t you switch weapons a second ago?

Seeing my gaze, she puffed out her chest in pride. “I was-was going to use my blade to slice it, but then I had a thought, master. If the beetle resists by using the wind-wind, then surely…”

Oh yeah, that… “Clever. I am impressed you thought of it in the heat of battle. It worked, judging by the debris?”

“It did-did indeed, better than even I expected.” She stowed her weapons, surveying the area. Grulgor was complaining, missing out on killing the third beetle, but there would no doubt be plenty more foes to take down…
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Several hours later we had secured the Territory once more, waves of enemies dealt with. I had even gained a Level during the final stages, as two more of the beetles were accompanied by a wave of Orcs. We never did see any of those wraiths though… either their numbers are small, or they got scared after we finally slew a couple and whoever is in charge pulled them back…

We had gathered up what weapons and materials we could and distributed them, storing what we didn’t need in the Warehouse. Grulgor had commanded his Trolls to protect the areas around the Anchor and the Throne, and what weaselkin we had left were armed with crossbows and pikes, also ready to ambush any attackers.

“I think we’ve done what we can. How often have the attacks been coming?” I asked the Kamaitachi.

“A big wave like this-this… it is unlikely we will see more this day. We might see a few smaller groups, but they will likely retain their might for another large push tomorrow.”

Seems about right. If I make an estimate of the number of Spawning Spires and their Ranks for a force this large… the speed of replenishment is… hmmm… “In that case, Shaeula, want to pop back to the Material for a bit to see Aiko and Eri? They’ll be worried if we don’t explain the situation and you don’t return.”

“Indeed.” She nodded. “I should not-not like to let them leave without a word, though I will see them again soon I have little-little doubt. I can also check their training and give them some final advice.”

“So, Shaeula will return shortly to lead the defence, and I’ll return where and when I can as well. I’ll be gone some of the time, but with Shaeula here only an assault in force led by the enemy Candidate and his best troops, assuming it is one we are up against, would have a chance against us.”

As we exchanged our brief farewells, Shaeula and I returned to the Material, ready to explain the situation to the girls in a… tactful… manner.


One Hundred And Twenty-One


“So, you two have fun?” My sis asked as we opened our eyes, back in my tiny apartment. Eri was close to me, looking directly at my face, and I flushed and looked away. Behind me, Shaeula yawned, stretching.

“Not really.” I admitted. “Looks like we ran into a few problems that cropped up while we were in Las Vegas. Luckily we got back in time though, so with some effort we can fix it.”

“Are you sure you are all right?” Eri asked. “You don’t have to keep secrets from us anymore.”

“You worry too-too much.” Shaeula said, getting up. “As Akio says, trust us to handle it. I have returned to say my farewells, as I shall-shall be returning to our Territory shortly and will make sure the… obstacles… are removed. But I had little-little wish for you to return to your hometown without saying farewell.”

My sis got up and hugged Shaeula, who squirmed in her grasp, trying to escape. “Wow, that’s so cute of you! We’ll miss you, but it won’t be for long, right? Eri’s birthday is in three weeks, you’ll be visiting then for sure, won't you?”

Shaeula finally slipped free, huffing. “Of course, should the situation permit. Eri is my dear-dear friend and rival, I would of course-course celebrate the day of her birth, since it seems-seems important to you mortals. But first, for now… I shall instruct you both in your training regimens while-while I am absent. I expect progress to be made-made!” she said firmly, crossing her arms.

“Wow, the sudden shift from adorable to stern leaves me a little weak… I get the urge to call you onee-sama for some reason. I did always want an older sister…”

Laughing at my sis, who’s brain had short-circuited, we started to watch Eri gather aether. I could feel a tiny tugging on my network and the surrounding ether, but it was still painfully weak, her botched-together Chakras functioning, if barely. Beside me, Shaeula was peering deep into her, eyes aglow with mystical amber radiance.

“I see-see. Yes, the problem is simple.” Shaeula sighed. “It is a shame that we can not-not take Eri to our Territory, it is far easier to draw in aether there, and progress would be rapid… still, it is currently far-far too unwise for that…”

“Hey, we agreed I didn’t want to be the only one left behind!” my sister protested.

“Fear not-not Aiko, I shall advise you in turn.” Shaeula grinned at her discomfort, but refrained from teasing her about a possible method for once. Turning back to the expectant Eri she reached out, and for a moment everyone wasn’t sure of what she was doing. Her small hands worked quickly, and with a tug she pulled open the front of Eri’s pyjamas, revealing her upper body.

Well, she doesn’t sleep with a bra on I see. I knew I should be looking away, but… It's not like I haven't already seen them and more.

Eri let out a gentle squeal, flushing all the way down to her chest, which was an interesting view. Beside her my sis protested. “Hey, what are you doing Shaeula? Lewd!”

“It is only us girls and Akio here. He has seen far-far more of Eri than this, am I not-not mistaken? Now Eri, watch closely.” She poked one finger into her reddened lower body, just above the waistband of her pyjamas. It then slid down, into her leggings. Eri shivered at her touch.

“There. This-this is where your root Chakra is located. You need to pool energy here to stabilise it. Normally it is not-not advisable to gather energy recklessly, as it can overspill and damage the routes through your subtle body. But your case is special, as thanks to Akio, you have a complete network, even if it is-is fragile as glass. Try raising aether, while focusing on the location I am touching.”

All of us were red-faced and embarrassed by the intimacy of the moment, but Eri met my gaze, swallowed nervously, then shot me a smile. Closing her eyes she concentrated, and I could feel the pull of her Chakra, a little stronger this time. Shaeula’s finger then moved up again, reappearing, to reach the sacral Chakra, just below her navel. “Can you feel-feel energy trickling up to here?”

Eri nodded, still concentrating. Shaeula’s finger traced a route across her body, finally reaching her crown. “You are luckier than Aiko, your pathways are set-set, if feeble. As your ability to raise aether increases and your Chakras and networks absorb more-more of it to strengthen themselves, the branching routes will also form, and you will-will be able to master it. Remember the route I have traced and the locations of your Chakras. Spare no-no effort in improving them when you have time.”

“I will.” Eri nodded. “Thanks again… for everything.” she said quietly, and Shaeula snorted a laugh.

“Now, on to Aiko.” She turned to her, hands reaching out.

“No way! At least look away big bro!” she protested weakly, and so, being the gentleman I was, and having no interest in seeing my sister naked, I turned my back, hearing the popping of buttons and the rustling of cloth. Beside me I felt a hand clutch mine, and I looked down to see Eri had grasped me, perhaps understanding my feelings. Giving her a reassuring squeeze I tried to ignore the awkward situation behind me, that was making me feel a little… off.

“Hey, watch where you are touching. Wow, lewd! Now I can’t get married, will you take responsibility?” my sister was saying, half-joking.

“Your root Chakra is starting to develop. I am most-most pleased at your progress, meagre though it is.” Shaeula answered her.

“Hey, that’s mean! It isn’t easy, you know!” Aiko protested, unsure of whether to be bitter or happy at the slightly backhanded compliment.

“I am quite-quite aware of that. Accept the praise I offer. Still, you were not-not blessed with… good fortune, such as Eri, so hard work must suffice for now. Though master has promised he believes he can find a way to help you, one that does not-not involve… intimacy.”

With my back to them I couldn’t see, but I was sure Shaeula was grinning maliciously. “Yeah, I think we can make it work.” I agreed. “But even so, effort you put in now will pay off in the end. It’s just like your archery, right?”

“Indeed, so you need to concentrate on gathering energy here!” Shaeula poked again, causing my sister to let out a little yelp, adorably. “Then push it up … here-here, to the sacral. Then along-along to the solar plexus. I doubt you can get-get any further, but if you do, then to the heart. Next I would normally suggest the lunar Chakra, but… for now, we shall set-set that aside.”

“I get it, I do.” my sis huffed. “It’s all right big bro, I’ve covered myself now, you can look again.”

I turned back to see she had pulled her top shut, doing up a few of the buttons, though her lower torso was still bare. She was idly tracing the route Shaeula had shown her, trying to concentrate, and I could feel a miniscule drain, though it was so small it was possible I was imagining it, merely wishing her success.

“Wow, this is hard, tougher even than when I’m doing Kyūdō. Still, I will succeed. I’m not going to be the only one left behind!”

“With my tasks here done, I must-must return. Farewell for now, Aiko, Eri. Master, I shall-shall see you soon.” With that she shut her eyes and her body fell to the futon below, still and unmoving. I’ve never really thought about it, but is her body even breathing when she’s in the Boundary?

“That was quite the brief goodbye.” My sis observed. “But I guess we’ll see her again soon.” Turning to me she asked me what my plans for tomorrow were.

“Well, I’ll see you two to the train station. Then I have to think about getting ready to move. If all goes well, when you next visit, I’ll have a home that’s half decent. I feel ashamed having you and Eri staying in my shabby bachelor-pad.”

“Bachelor-pad? Not anymore.” Eri, still holding my hand, snuggled against me. “You are engaged to me now, remember!”

“Sure, how could I forget.” I kissed her, earning groans from my sister. “Anyway, good night and I’ll see you in the morning!”

“Night big bro, night Eri!”

“Good night Aiko, and good night… Akio, my love.”
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The bustling noise of Tokyo station was surrounding us, people passing by in great crowds. As the train was pulling into the platform, I took one last look at my sis and Eri, who were standing next to several large, heavy suitcases and other bags. “Are you sure you can manage all these?” I asked, concerned. Yeah we went way over the top with souvenirs and presents.

“Don’t worry.” Eri grinned. “I’m way stronger than I was before, right?” She flexed one cute arm jokingly.

“Yeah I don’t think it’s that much different yet. Anyway, seriously, give father a call when you are close to home and get him to help carry the stuff. It’s the least he can do considering all the booze you are bringing back.”

“Sure thing bro, will do.” The train doors opened, and I helped the girls carry on the luggage. There were still a few minutes before the train departed, so we said our final goodbyes.

“Take care of yourselves. I’m not going to be a stranger, things have changed now, so I’ll definitely be seeing you.”

“You’d better. Eri will be pissed if you miss her birthday, won't you?”

“That’s right.” Eri agreed, gazing at me coyly. “I… maybe if I practice hard enough… we can… celebrate… you know.” She was tomato-red, and just so cute I had to lean in and kiss her, though since we were in public it was just a peck on the lips.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself.” I told her, patting her gently. “Your health comes first.”

“Oh God… I’d been trying to put it out of my mind but… how are we going to explain this to mom and dad?” Aiko was panicking. “Dad is going to hit the roof…”

“Yeah, well… just tell him to speak to me about it. Neither of you are to blame for this. I’m the adult here, so I’ll take responsibility.” I advised my sis.

“That’s not true, I wanted it! I am just as…” I hushed Eri with a gentle finger across her lips.

“No, Eri.” I told her gently. “In this case it is pretty much always the man’s fault. Besides, you are still a minor, even if as you said you are more than old enough to get married with parental consent, which knowing uncle and auntie Mori that won’t be an issue…” The train only had a minute or so to go so I sped up my goodbyes. “Just tell father to call me. I’ll handle it then. I need to discuss some other things anyway. Still, that can wait. You’ll miss the train if we don’t wrap this up!”

“Sure. See you later, big bro!” My sis gave me a brief hug, and Eri followed, pecking at my lips again after a tight embrace.

“I’ll be sure to tell my parents we didn’t decide this lightly!” Eri promised. “Don’t forget, you can call me any time you like, I have a decent phone now. No more distancing yourself from us, all right?”

“I get it, I do! Anyway, farewell, talk to you soon!”

With that the doors to the train slid shut, and moments later it was pulling away from the station, Eri waving at me through the window. Ignoring the snickers of a few commuters around me, I headed for a different platform, to take the train back to Shirohebizumi shrine.

Deciding on the journey to show I was a changed man, I actually sent Eri and Aiko some quick messages, getting rapid responses in return. There, communication. I’ve accepted that while I still feel they need other friends… only I can guarantee them a life without sadness in this changing world. All my reasons for staying away were now worthless, in fact, if I did, I’d actually be more likely to bring them grief, especially Eri…

Lost in thought, I watched the Tokyo scenery pass by, until I was at my stop. Getting out, I made the brief journey to Shirohebizumi shrine, and as it came into view I couldn’t help but think of Shaeula, alone in our Territory. No, wait, she has allies there, like the Kamaitachi, Grulgor and the Kami. She’ll be all right. When we had agreed to make sure one of us was there at pretty much all times I had made her promise that should it come down to the Territory or her life, she would always safeguard herself. I could rebuild, but replacing her?

With those final thoughts, I climbed the steps, reaching the shrine proper, it being even better kept and more maintained than ever, the fresh paint and repairs making it look almost… almost… respectable…


One Hundred And Twenty-Two


On reaching the shrine building I knocked on the door. Since it was a modest local shrine and the middle of a working day, there were no worshippers around, nor any shrine maidens on duty. They’d all still be at school, I guess? Most Tokyo schools started this week I think.

After a moment the door opened, to reveal Kana-chan’s mother, Nagi-san. She was in casual clothes, jeans and a light cardigan over a t-shirt, looking fashionable and surprisingly youthful. Yeah, she’s a fine looking woman. Kana-chan’s future seems bright. “Good morning.” I said, bowing politely. “I’ve come to discuss shrine business.”

“Oh, Oshiro-kun.” She smiled professionally at me. “You did say you would be back from your trip this week. I hope it proved fruitful?”

“It did indeed. Is Izumi-san in, the elder, I mean? I’d like to get down to business.”

“If you come with me I’ll fetch father-in-law and Daichi.” She led me to the back of the shrine and seated me at a small table. I shifted to a more formal seiza position, perched uncomfortably on my knees, and waited. Okay, this is still pretty nerve-wracking. It isn’t as dangerous as fighting enemies, but real-world negotiations aren’t my forte…

A few minutes passed, and then both Izumi Daichi-san and Izumi Masaji-san entered, dressed formally as priests. Daichi-san took a position to the side of the table, while Masaji-san sat opposite, kneeling in perfect seiza despite his advanced age, expression stern.

“So, alone today I see?” Izumi Masaji-san said, not bothering with pleasantries or greetings.

“Yeah, Shaeula is taking care of some… spiritual… matters that can’t wait. Still, I thought we should get the ball rolling over here on fulfilling my promises.”

“I see.” Masaji-san nodded. “I expect it is nothing too… problematic?”

“Well, to be honest it is annoying, and is setting back my plans a bit, but nothing Shaeula and the White Snake Kami, your enshrined deity, can’t handle. I’ll be offering my assistance too, when I’ve wrapped everything up, so I’m eager to get started.”

As I finished speaking Nagi-san returned with a tray on which sat four mugs of tea, as well as some snacks. Placing them gracefully down on the small table she sat at the empty side, giving us all a smile.

“Thanks.” I said, taking a sip of the tea. It’s good.

“In that case, I shall not beat around the bush.” Masaji-san declared. “We did as you asked, and spoke to an architect that we were introduced to by the head of Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine. It drained our funds significantly, so I would appreciate the payment you promised speedily.”

“Yeah, no problem.” I nodded. “I’ll sort that today. So, is it feasible?”

“We had an initial survey carried out on the land we own surrounding the shrine.” Masaji-san confirmed. As he was talking, his son and daughter-in-law merely watched us, taking sips of tea. I followed suit, and tried one of the sweet buns Nagi-san had laid out. Damn, this is good too…

“It would take a bit of extra expense, but they can stabilise the ground enough to support your plans, and the underground area too. We owe more money for this survey, incidentally.” He warned me, and I shrugged.

“No problem, I’ve got it covered, I won’t leave my allies out of pocket. So, the final verdict?”

“We are looking at a hundred million yen minimum, likely more, and should you accelerate construction as you planned… it seems it can be finished at great speed, but the cost will double or even treble. Surely this is not within our means.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure.” I pulled out the documents I had brought with me this morning, which I had received from Ms Connors. With the eye-catching logos of Chase Bank and Midas Gold prominently displayed, I caught their interest. I then brought out my phone, and pulled up my account balance. All three of them leaned in, despite themselves, and Masaji-san let out a breath, stunned.

“Oh my… maybe Kana should be trying harder to get close to you, Oshiro-kun.” Nagi-san said with a wry grin. Opposite her Daichi-san was looking lost in thought, rubbing at his chin.

“As you can see, I secured the funds, and while I’m a little light for a client of Midas Gold, they recognised my future potential. So, assume that we can afford to get this project rolling. We’ve also had some success… well, Shaeula mostly, if I’m being honest… with starting to train others in spiritual power.”

At those words Masaji-san looked at me sharply, so I held up a hand reassuringly. “Don’t worry, it’s just my sister, she agreed to be a test case.” I’m not going to mention Eri, that’d just muddy the waters. “Since she has no talent progress is slow, but it is measurable, so for those who already have a spiritual foundation… I think we can make noticeable progress before the Conclave.”

“That is indeed welcome news. Hikawa-sama has been waiting eagerly for progress, and has been laying groundwork with some other shrines as well, to garner further support.”

“Great. On another note…” I finished up my tea and snacks. “That was really nice, thanks Nagi-san.” As she grinned and waved away my praise I turned back to Masaji-san. “I was hoping to move into one of the spare outbuildings you have on your land, and convert the other into a temporary office. I’ll pay to have them fixed up, so would that be an issue?”

“I would have no concerns with that. Having you on hand would make our alliance more secure. However, with that money you are holding, I see little need for you to stay in such a place.”

“Don’t worry about it. Compared to the dingy hole I’m living in now, those outbuildings are massive! I’m not greedy, and I want to dedicate time to making this project a success.” I reassured them.

“Plus of course there are lots of lovely shrine maidens like Kana, and Keomi-chan, right?” Nagi-san winked. “I’d say that’s a benefit, isn’t it?”

“The thought hadn’t crossed my mind.” I answered, embarrassed. “It’s mainly convenient for spiritual matters. And speaking of…” Okay, now here comes the hard sell, this is going to sound scummy and wrong, but…

“I would like to take ownership of Shirohebizumi shrine, to better…” Before I could finish Daichi-san leapt to his feet, knocking over his half-finished mug of tea. As it spilled towards my documents I snatched them away with blinding speed, keeping them dry.

“… Our shrine has a long history, you can’t simply buy it, even with your money! We are allied, not your minions! Our land is sacred to the White Snake, ever since the Kofun era! That history and faith is not for sale at any price! Do you think you are the first to…” He trailed off as Nagi-san interrupted him.

“Daichi! Hear him out first! We owe him that much at least, don’t we?” She turned to me and bowed deeply, head almost parallel with the table. “Sorry about my husband. He has a quick temper. Kana and I are always telling him off for it.”

“Indeed, my son is hotblooded. Though I can see why his ire is raised.” Masaji-san said, his expression cold. “He is right though, the shrine is not for sale. Nor our land. Speculators and developers have tried to tempt our family many times over the modern era, yet we hold, as we always have. We cannot sell, not even to you.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t expect you too. Sorry, you didn’t give me change to fully explain. All I want is ownership, but I’ll not make any changes at all other than ones that serve the shrine and our alliance. In fact I’ll get a contract done to that effect. The land will not be sold, only buildings that benefit the plan will be built, with permission of the keepers of the shrine, and the priests and maidens of the White Snake Kami will continue to live and worship here unmolested. Essentially I need to own it purely for spiritual benefit. I’ll still put in all the money for our training grounds and alliance headquarters. The shrine, and you, will all lose nothing. It’ll be a full, legally binding contract. I can get in touch with a good solicitor through my account manager at Midas Gold, I’m sure.”

“I see. But how can we trust you?” Masaji-san probed, and Daichi-san echoed him. Nagi-san was eyeing me too, but she seemed more inclined to believe me than the men.

“Simple. You can find your own solicitor too, and I’ll then give you the money to pay them to vet the contract, making sure your protections are utterly air-tight. And if you have any other demands, I can meet those too.”

“That sounds fair.” Nagi-san said, having mopped up the spilled tea. She gave her husband an exasperated look. “He’s going to spend hundreds of millions of yen on our shrine. If he just wanted land, he could buy some for that, couldn't he? Besides, our Kami seems to trust him.”

“Of that we still have only circumstantial proof.” Daichi-san complained, but he had calmed down a little.

“Well, if needed I can no doubt get them to send another oracle, though it’s heavy on spiritual resources so would be a waste. But if that is what it takes I can budget for it.” I offered a compromise.

“It is quite a lot to consider.” Masaji-san thought, pensively. “I cannot make a decision so lightly. Not with the very future of our shrine at stake should we err. If we lost the shrine, how could we face our honoured ancestors?”

“I get it, I do. In any case take some time to think about it and consult experts. I’ll get a preliminary contract drawn up in the near future, and will provide any funds you need to assuage your fears. It’ll be…” How many days is it until my Anchor upgrades? Too many... “… at least a month until I need it, anyway, before then there’ll be no benefit, so I’ll let my deeds start talking for me. We’ll put the building plan into motion, and soon we can start the first stages of spiritual training. Oh yeah, that reminds me…”

Damn, if I’m stuck here to defend the Territory I can’t go and pick up Marika-chan from Nishimorioka. I’ll have to put it off, or sort something else… but I should check just in case…

“The shrine maiden from my local shrine, Marika-chan. You’ve made arrangements for her to stay here, right?”

Nagi-san nodded. “It isn’t luxurious, but we have a small room we’ve been using for storage at the back of the shrine. She can use it as a bedroom, and it is close to our bathroom, so… I’m sorry we can’t do better.”

“Don’t worry about it, she’s an earnest girl, she’ll be fine. If you need money to make it as nice as possible for her, let me know and I’ll cover it. Speaking of, can I check out the outbuildings so I can see what is needed to make them liveable?”

“Daichi, Nagi-san, take him to inspect them. I have much to think about.” Masaji-san answered. “I have misgivings, but Nagi-san is right, you have no need to extort us, and would lose the chance of Hikawa-sama’s connections should you prove untrustworthy. I shall meditate on it, but for now… you may proceed with the agreed plan.”

With a bow I thanked him for his support. “Thanks. Time is not on our side, so I’d like to get results fast. Anyway, please show me the way.”

Nagi-san was quite talkative as we crossed the grounds to the pair of dilapidated buildings that dotted the hill behind the shrine. Daichi had cooled his temper and now looked somewhat sheepish, realising he had let his anger loose on a potentially very important ally. Don’t worry about it. I know it doesn’t sound good…

“We are here.” Daichi said conciliatorily. “One of these buildings used to be a dwelling, many years ago, so while there is no gas, electricity or plumbing connected, it should be reasonable to do so. If you could show him around, Nagi?”

“Yes, husband dear.” She smiled, leading me in. The first building was decently large, with ample space to live, should the rooms be partitioned better. It needed painting, plus work done on the walls, floor and roof though, as the bare boards were worn and cracked in places. In the back there was a room with a very large old-style bathtub and a traditional washiki toilet. Yeah, the large tub is great, though we could use a new one. That toilet has to be Westernised though. Yeah, no way I’m using that…

Seeing everything I needed to, I followed Nagi-san and Daichi-san into the second, slightly smaller building. It was an old storehouse, and was full of ancient junk, the walls and roof in a poor state of disrepair, but again it had plenty of room. Yeah, it’ll make a decent office space and can take care of our needs while we are working on the new building…

“All right, it’ll work for me. I’ll make arrangements now. Do you have any preferred contractors who work on shrines? If so I might as well use them.”

Daichi-san gave me some names and numbers, and I called up several services, Daichi-san taking the phone when necessary. We arranged builders, plumbers, electricians and also an expedited fibre engineer for the internet to come out, all as rush jobs. The cost… was by no means small. Ugh, good job I won way more than I was expecting in Vegas. Otherwise I might have come up a little light. Maybe I’ll do a little online roulette later, top up a bit, lessen the sting…

Daichi also called the architect that did the survey, and after I transferred over a down payment of a shocking fifty million yen, their firm would start work tomorrow, once they had secured materials. By the time all this was done most of the afternoon was gone, and as we walked back to the main shrine to report to Masaji-san that work would be beginning, we ran into a familiar face, now in her school uniform, which I hadn’t seen before. Yeah, she looks good in it. It’s quite a modern one, isn’t it?

“Oh, if it isn’t big bro!” Kana-chan gushed, twirling around to show off her uniform, which was a tidy crimson blazer and waistcoat over a white shirt, paired with a red ribbon and a red and white chequered skirt. She was also wearing black knee-socks. “Like what you see, eh? I’ve always liked this uniform.” She giggled. “By the way, I got some of the pictures Shaeula sent me from Las Vegas. I’m so jealous, big bro. Where was my invite?” She tilted her head cutely, eyelashes fluttering, and once more I couldn’t work out whether she was cunning, or just airheaded. In any case, she’s definitely cute. Still, I’m an engaged man now, so that doesn’t matter to me…

“You are being rude, Kana dear.” Nagi-san said with a smile. “Now apologise to Oshiro-kun, okay?”

“Sorry, big bro! I was just so jealous. You’ll forgive me, right?”

I could only shrug in response, a grin on my face. Yep, definitely cute!


Side Twenty-Six – Izumi Kana


“Sorry, big bro! I was just so jealous. You’ll forgive me, right?” I said, fluttering my eyelashes at him and taking up a cutesy pose in my school uniform, which he was totally checking out. Yeah, everyone likes our uniform, it’s cute, but I’m cuter. Still… My gaze roamed over the man I hadn’t seen in a week or so, finding it strange that… Just what was he doing in Las Vegas? He’s more ripped than ever, and disgustingly handsome… ugh, I thought he looked good in the pictures Shaeula sent me, but in person…

Seeing I had fallen silent, Akio-kun spoke up. “Umm, are you all right, Kana-chan?”

Kana-chan, normally I’d hate it when an older guy calls me all friendly-like but… Realising my thoughts were tangling up again I forced my mind back on its rails. Damn, I’m not an airhead like other girls at school, won over by a pretty boy… “Oh sorry, just lost in thought, thinking back to all the pictures I received. You sure looked like you were having fun with your girls, big bro, it made me wish I was there.”

That sure is true. Not to spend time with him of course… no, I just wanted to experience the luxuries Shaeula was taunting me with, not that it seemed she meant it that way. Plenty of uppity bitches at school were all too keen to lord it over me for being poor, showing off their own holidays and purchases. They only hate me because I’m the prettiest girl this side of Tokyo. Really, only Mio-chan and Asami-chan are even bearable… I hate my school so much. The only blessing is it doesn’t have any guys other than the teachers to annoy me… well, that and the gorgeous uniform, though my middle school one was good too.

“Well, it was pretty fun.” Akio-kun laughed, running a hand through his hair as he tossed his head back and I felt my face heating up a little. Ugh, what is wrong with me? “You’d definitely have enjoyed yourself, but I had enough trouble chaperoning around three girls.”

“Oh come on, big bro, you can’t lie to me like that.” I forced out a bright giggle. “Shaeula said you had the time of your life with them! Seriously though, the pictures of that suite… I dream of the day someone will take me to somewhere like that.” No kidding. I’m not going to stay in this dirt-poor shrine forever. I deserve better. Ever since I’ve been a child I’ve been forced to go to shrine-affiliated schools. It sucks. I am going to hook me a rich man who’ll look after me and treat me right for sure!

“It was a time enough for a lifetime, sure enough. And yes, the suite was pretty bad-ass, I admit.” He shrugged. “The girls really seemed to like the hot-tub for some reason. Anyway, before I forget, here. A souvenir. Shaeula thought you’d like it.”

I froze, momentarily thrown off. Is he… hitting on me? No way, he’s close with that Shaeula, and the other girl who wasn’t his sister seemed suspiciously happy when she was in photos with him, I can't be fooled, definitely something going on there… wait, does that mean he’s just another playboy, two-timing women like toys? If so… I am wildly cute, gorgeous even. He’d definitely fancy me… everyone always does. What do I…?

I was snapped out of my next embarrassing pause by a burst of demure laughter from my mother, who was holding one hand over her mouth, trying to prevent her giggles. “Oh my, Kana, are you all embarrassed that a man is giving you a present? That’s so adorable!”

No, no way! It isn’t that. Guys offer to buy me things all the time when they see the three of us out and about. It’s gross and annoying. I’m used to that crap. No, this…

“Aww, she’s blushing. I think you made her happy, Oshiro-kun.” My mother continued teasing me.

I am so not blushing. I thought you were the only one on my side, mother!

“Sorry, Shaeula thought you’d like it. I guess it was pretty forward of me, bringing you a present back, but we have you to thank for our potential alliance here, and…” He lowered his gaze, clearly embarrassed.

Gods, how does he manage to look hot even doing that? Damn, I’m breaking character, that’s no good. Pinching myself, I let the pain clear the fog from my mind and gave him a bright smile, head tilted at just the right angle to convey appreciation and innocent charm. I’ll get you back for this later, mother. “Sorry big bro, I was just… surprised you’d remember me. I think I’d love any gift you’d bring me, I promise!” I fluttered my eyelashes at him, and positioned one leg so more of the gap between my socks and skirt was showing, noticing his gaze drift down involuntarily. I make myself sick sometimes, but a girl has to do what she can to maximise her charms…

“Oh, cool, I guess.” He looked me in the eyes again, and pulled a wrapped box out of his pocket. It was small, so… Jewellery? Most guys have absolutely horrible taste in that, but maybe Shaeula… no, she’s not even human, so… maybe one of the other girls he was with? They both were cute and had good style…

Taking it from him I opened the wrapping paper, curious despite myself. Opening it up I found a small, pretty red box, and when I flipped the lid I let out an involuntary gasp, unable to hold it in. Seriously? They have a good eye… I swallowed reflexively, picking up the small, yet fancy hairclip. I always used one to secure my bangs, an accent, a charm point to set off my classical features. I usually get a new one for my birthday, so I can change up my look, but… I want this.

Any thoughts of being modest and refusing were washed from my mind. Is that… white gold, or… no. no way. It’s platinum! And then those are… I gulped, feeling hot, as I admired the piece. It had a silver clip and platinum shaft, topped with ruby petals, a brilliant red. This must have cost… no way, is he really hitting on me? And in front of mother and father, no less… oh wait, I forgot father was here. Damn…

“I do not think you needed to waste such money on our daughter.” My father spoke up, just as I feared he would, his expression… tense… to say the least. “With the expense you have just committed to, such wasteful habits are…”

Expense? What expense? Besides buying me things I want isn’t wasteful, old man!

“Don’t worry about it. Shaeula and the girls seemed to get a lot of pleasure in picking out gifts for everyone they knew, and my business dealings were rather fruitful. You’ve seen the money in my account, right? A small gift like this is nothing but a token of goodwill. The colours matched the outfit of a shrine maiden, so… it seemed fitting.”

As Akio-kun explained away the gift as ‘small’ I couldn’t help but wonder at the other revelation. Money in his account? And he was staying in a suite to die for in Las Vegas. Is he… is he actually rich? He was showering Shaeula in presents as well when we first met… did I… did I misjudge him?

Nervously I slipped my current hairclip off, my gorgeous black hair sheeting across my face. “Hey, uh… big bro? I love it, you’re the best, but…” I fidgeted shyly, trying to ignore more laughter from my mother, who would definitely hear my complaints later, and held out the pretty clip. “Can you put it on me, to see if it looks good?”

“Sure, I can do that.” he said, and as he came closer to me I could hear my heart beating so loudly I worried he could hear it too. What’s wrong with me? This isn’t like me at all. No, I’m just overjoyed at getting an expensive hairclip for free. Yeah, definitely.

He took it and gently pulled back my hair, clipping it back to how it was before. Going into my school bag I took out my small compact mirror I always kept on me, there was no way I’d be out and about without always looking perfect, especially at school, and checked my reflection. Yeah, it’s beautiful. I take it back, not every guy has awful taste. Even if he didn’t pick it, he still bought it for me, so I can cut him that much slack.

“I think she likes it, don’t you Kana?” my mother said, and I nodded with a wide smile on my face.

“Yeah, I love it! Thanks big bro, I’ll treasure it forever!” I reached out my arms instinctively for a hug before I could stop myself, but luckily he had stepped back, a wry expression on his face, his hand merely coming down on my head instead, rubbing it gently for a moment. I immediately started burning up, my face flushed crimson from… embarrassment, sure. Definitely. I let my joy at the gift overwhelm me and I nearly broke character. No way am I hugging a man, even for a gift like this. Not until he’s taken me out on a date at a top restaurant and pulled out all the stops. I’m not a cheap girl…

“This is all very well, and I can see my daughter is taken with your generosity…” my father said, interrupting me, for which I was ever so slightly grateful, as it gave me time to get my red face under control. “… but did you not have much to do today? I will manage here, and the builders and other tradespeople will be directed to start work as soon as they arrive. I shall keep you appraised of their progress, and you can check it at any time. As for the… other matter… of ownership of the shrine and surrounding lands. Honoured father and I shall discuss it, but since you have advised us we have a month…”

No way. Are they really going to construct such a fancy building on our land? I sneaked a look at the plans when the surveyor and builders came out, and it looked awesome… a gym, even a swimming pool… no way. He can… Akio-kun can afford that? And owning the shrine? He’s buying us out? Oh White Snake Kami, have you finally answered my prayers and we’ll sell this dump and I can live a life a beautiful girl like me should?

“Yeah, damn, I do have a ton to do, and Shaeula is handling matters alone for now. Plus I have a phone call later with my father I’m not looking forward to at all…” As Akio-kun’s face fell at the mention of his father I felt sympathy for him. It was a good feeling, making me feel closer to him. Having a tough father can really suck. I wonder what yours is like… wait, that isn’t important right now. I need details. But if I ask father…

“I did notice Shaeula wasn’t with you, big bro. I hope you didn’t do anything to upset her. Girls can be terrible when annoyed.” I giggled, again shifting position to show off my legs.

“Yeah, I get that. I really do.” Akio-kun sighed. “Luckily, it isn’t that. I dare say you’ll see her again soon, Kana-chan. But now I really need to go.” He turned and bowed to my father and mother. “It’s been a productive meeting. If there are any problems with the work and more funds are needed, just let me know and I’ll provide them. Anyway, later Kana-chan. I’m glad you liked the souvenir.”

With that he hurried off, receding into the distance, leaving my final farewell unheard. Rude. You may be busy, but let me finish my goodbyes…

“Sooooooo…” my mother drawled, amused, clearly at my expense. “I guess you like the hairclip then? You were blushing adorably, you aren’t normally this cute. He is rather handsome, isn’t he?”

Ugh, why are you picking on me today? “Mother, please! Don’t embarrass me! Seriously, anyone would like such a gift, especially when it came from nowhere. I mean, it isn’t as though I know Akio-kun that well, is it?”

“Akio-kun? It is more respectful than calling him ‘big bro’ in such a sugary tone. Kana, I feel you should show him more respect.” my father complained. “Do not let such a gift go to your head. He is a benefactor of our shrine, and potentially our entire faction.”

Tiresome old windbag. I pray you don’t have to endure as much nagging on your call, Akio-kun. “I think he likes it, so don’t worry.” I said, tossing my head in annoyance. “More importantly… seriously? Is he buying our shrine? For how much? I bet we could get a ton of money for it. I want to go to Las Vegas too, do what Shaeula and the other girls did… oh Gods, let it be true…” I trailed off as my father glared at me, white-faced and furious.

Ugh, got carried away again and forgot my father is such an old bastard when it comes to shrine business… I’m in for it now… Wincing, I stepped back, ready for a lecture, but my mother broke in.

“It isn’t like that, Kana my dear.” She smiled, and I was once more thankful I had my mother’s looks. “It would be more a change on principle, we would still live here and run the shrine. Although he could afford to buy us out if we were selling. He’s a rich man now.”

Seriously? What a let-down. But he could afford it? Land, even out here well away from Tokyo proper, it costs a ton… so you are that rich are you, Akio-kun? I touched my hairclip, feeling the smooth platinum on my fingertips. I didn’t even realise I was smiling, until my mother laughed, snapping me out of my thoughts…


One Hundred And Twenty-Three


Ihad spent quite a bit of time sorting out all of the details at Shirohebizumi shrine, but at least everything was about to start. Running into Kana-chan was a bit of a surprise, but at least she liked her present. Shaeula insisted we got gifts for pretty much everyone she knows, and not cheap ones at that. Still… Considering that a good chunk of our winnings, plus most of our luck all came from her, it really would have been churlish to refuse. Besides… It does feel good to make people smile, especially cute girls. Cute girls...

I let out a long sigh, thinking of Eri and the conversation I was going to need to have with my father later, about her. The train journey back to Nishimorioka from Tokyo was an annoying one, with changes and slow local trains through the mountains, so they shouldn’t be home yet, but… I looked at my watch and guessed I would have some time. I do want to go to the Boundary and support Shaeula, but if I miss my father’s inevitable call… Yeah, that didn’t bear thinking about.

Might as well keep on with the gift-giving then. I remembered the couple of bottles of very expensive whiskey I had bought for Karen-chan, since she enjoyed the last bottle I had, and as I reached my apartment, the run barely tiring me at all, I opened my door. Shaeula was still lying there, motionless, and it made me feel... uncomfortable… somehow. After all, since I completed the Throne of Heroes weeks ago, we had always been in the Boundary together and returned together, so I had never seen her Material body… like this.

Moving closer, I placed my head very close to her face, ear turned to her mouth. I couldn’t feel or hear any breath. Taking her wrist I also couldn’t feel a pulse. It was like an empty shell, honestly extremely creepy. Patting her head gently I made sure she was still covered with a blanket. Even empty, that’s still Shaeula’s precious body. My eyes were drawn to my posters and figurines, and a bad thought occurred to me. Damn, I bet there’d be a real market for … perfect sex dolls… I felt nauseous, and obviously would never demean her so, but if another would-be Astral Emperor could use a Throne to grant pretty spirits Material bodies, then sent them back to the Boundary… shit, that’s fucking sick, but the world is fucked up enough for someone to think of it, I bet that the owner of Casino El Diablo would go for it…

The laws of the world as they stood wouldn't be able to keep up with the changes. Hopefully most candidates would be reasonable, but… the shrines have influence, but do they have enough to reach the lawmakers and politicians of the country, and convince them of the need for laws covering this new paradigm? I could certainly prove such powers existed now with ease, but I didn’t want to be the first man out of the trenches, so to speak. My position was still too weak, in terms of Territory, finances and potential weaknesses. If someone was to go after my family, or Eri, when I’m not about to protect them…

I would always put my loved ones above strangers, so the issue would have to be put on hold for now. Spotting the nice decorative bag containing the booze, I grabbed it. Since Hashimoto-san had told me that Karen-chan had been off work, she was probably in need of cheering up, and should be in. I went out of my apartment and over to her door, knocking politely. I waited, the still evening air crisp yet still warm. And waited. And waited…

Maybe she’s asleep? I probably shouldn’t wake her, but… I decided to try once more and if there was no response I’d come back another day. Rapping on her door a bit more forcefully I was greeted by the sound of something heavy hitting the door, which trembled under the impact, flecks of paint knocked free from the cheaply painted wood. It was followed by a snarling, muffled voice, full of anger and other heavy emotions. “Fuck off, fuck off, fuck off! I told you, I quit, I’m never coming back you fucker! If you don’t stop hassling me…” I heard a choked sob, the thin door barely muffling it. “.. I’ll go to the police, I will! I’ll fucking sue you, scumbag!”

Uhh… what? I rapidly considered the situation, but all my pointlessly efficient stats could give me was that Karen-chan sounded really bad, and the sobs were now full-on tears. Yeah, no way I can let this go, not after I set her off. Something terrible must have happened at work, since she says she quit…

Knocking on the door again I spoke loudly. “Karen-chan, it’s me, Akio. Don’t worry, it isn’t your work. I came to see if you needed some cheering up, but… I could come back later if you want? Though by the sounds of it you could really use my company and what I’m carrying.” I kept my voice kind, as if I was talking to a child, aware I was being patronising, as Karen-chan was probably a fair bit older than me. Though I’m not a big enough fool to question a woman’s age.

For a long moment there was nothing I could do but listen to her crying. I was about to walk away, when I started to hear motion through the thin walls and door. I heard the drawing of a metal bolt, squealing shrilly, and then the door opened a crack, her face peeking out from behind it.

Gods, you look awful. I wasn’t stupid enough to air that thought out loud, but it wasn’t wrong. From what little I could see she was a mess, her face pale, her eyes red raw from crying, her hair unkempt and tangled. It was not her usual stylish appearance at all.

“I brought you a gift… from Las Vegas.” I held up the bag lamely. “It’s very good, and you look like you could use a stiff drink, and maybe someone to talk to?” I offered. “I can wait if you want to take a shower or something though. I might have caught you at a bad time.”

She looked at me for a while, and then, biting her lip, anxiety plain, she opened the door some more. “Akio-kun…” she managed, choking out some words. Furiously she rubbed at her face with her hands, as if to wipe away evidence of her tears, if that was possible. I noticed the clothes she was wearing were just an old t-shirt and sweatpants, and they were… well, sweaty. Just how long has she been sitting there? For days?

“Sorry… about my behaviour. I’m sorry you had to hear that. I… I…” She started to tear up again, before looking down, defeated, her face deathly pale. “… maybe you should go… or… I…”

She seemed confused, not sure of what she wanted. Still, it was a good sign that she had at least opened the door. Although… God, the smell. It hasn’t been aired in days, and the summer heat still hasn’t died off yet. The place wasn’t clean either, clothes and other items tossed everywhere, alongside empty beer cans and bottles of water. No food packages though… with my high Alacrity I could quickly identify everything in an area. Including things I shouldn’t, like her underwear lying tossed in the corner. I’d better not say anything.

“No, seeing you like this, how could I just leave you? Shaeula would be super mad at me if I did. It’s a shame she’s at work now, or she could have kept you company too. All right, why don’t we take a seat?” I shut the door behind me and turned on the light, since the blinds were drawn. The room appeared little better illuminated, and she looked away, eyes dark and lifeless. So, my first time in her room, and it’s in this state… anyway, I can’t just leave her like this. She’s an acquaintance, and a neighbour, and Shaeula considers her a friend, and any friend of Shaeula’s is important to me too.

My mind made up I asked her to sit down, going to her kitchen area and retrieving two glasses. Rinsing them out I brought out the first bottle of whiskey, the American brand, a smooth bourbon that came highly recommended, and filled the glasses with two generous measures. “Sounds like you’ve had it tough while I was away. Why not have a drink and tell me about it? I might be able to help.”

She looked up at me from the ground where she sat on a cushion by her low table. Seeing the bright amber liquid in the glass and the label on the bottle she licked her cracked lips involuntarily, fists clenching. Gingerly she reached out, and I passed her a glass, not missing how her hand flinched when it came close to mine. Still, she took a long gulp of the precious liquid, and let out a sigh as the warmth hit her, the flavours soothing yet fiery.

I took a sip myself, deciding that my father would like his share, since I got him a few bottles as well. “I'm sorry for barging in like this, but… it sounds like you’ve had to quit your job, and it didn’t go so well. You said harassment, so… have they been coming around? You know, I never asked you what you did for a living, my bad.”

She didn’t answer me immediately, instead taking another long gulp. Wordlessly I refilled her glass and waited, trying not to pressure her. When she finally spoke, it was with great difficultly, the words like hot coals she just had to spit out. “I work… hah, worked… for a black company, one you’ve probably never heard of. It wasn’t like I could have a good job, living in this crappy shithole, is it?” Her language was brutal, quite unlike the Karen-chan I’d shared a few pleasant hours with previously. “Still, I made the mistake of joining them after I left University. The job market is hard right now, after all, isn’t that why you are a freelancer?”

I nodded along with her, careful not to upset her further.

“So anyway…” she sighed. “I’m just a secretary, slaving away for little pay. Even so, it was bearable, but recently my direct superior has been going through some… home troubles. His wife is divorcing him, the pig.” She spat out the epithet venomously. “I always had to put up with some… well, office banter and casual harassment, that’s just the way of being a woman in a black company, right? But it started getting worse. He’d… well he’d…” Her face screwed up in anger, hand white around her glass.

“You don’t have to talk to me, I think I get it.” I said gently. “Bastards like that are everywhere.”

“No, no…” she said with a sigh. “I think I need to tell someone, someone who listens.” She looked down at her glass, before putting it on her table.

“It was just touching at first, maybe my thigh, or my back. Plus lewd comments and suggestions that we should ‘get together’ if I wanted to progress or a pay rise. I could just about handle it, but… after that, the fucker kept escalating it. He’d grab my ass, and when we went out for drinks with the others, he’d joke that I was going to sleep my way up, and everyone would pick on me. He’d even touch my chest or… one time… he tried to put his hand down … below.” Tears glimmered at the corner of her eyes. “That was just before the time I drank with you and Shaeula. Thanks for that. I needed… needed some time to get over it, you know. Something else to think about other than how crappy everything was.”

I was starting to get extremely angry, but I managed to keep a poker-face. Fuck, I hate this guy already. I may appreciate a fine woman with my eyes a bit too much, which I really should stop now I’m an engaged man, but I hate scum who would force themselves on women more than anything. If anyone tried that to Eri, or my sis, or Shaeula, or hell, any of the other girls I know… well, they’d find out just how deadly I can get…

“The women in the office started calling me a slut, spreading rumours I was a whore, sleeping with all the guys. Now pretty much everyone was harassing me, and my boss was demanding more overtime alone with him or more drinks after work.” She sounded heartbroken. “Then he exposed himself to me one night, tried to make me … service him, with.. you know. With my mouth.”

She shook her head sadly. “I was going to quit then, but after I fought out of his grasp he said that if I did he’d slander me with all the other businesses in the area and I’d never get a reference that didn’t make me out to be shit, a thief or similar. Besides he told me something true. Quitters never get hired anywhere good, do they? It’s the golden rule.”

“Want me to kill him? What’s his name?” I asked, and she managed a dry chuckle.

“That’s a good one. I wish you could. Still…” she shrugged. “I did consider it hard. I stayed off work, and you and Shaeula took me shopping with you. it was fun, to see the pair of you being colleagues who didn’t hate each other.”

I’m fucking serious. I absolutely could kill this guy… I doubt I’d ever get caught if I used elemental wind or flame…

“Oh, don’t look like that, Akio-kun. It makes me feel worse.” she said softly, seeing my facial expression, that had escaped my control. “So… I went back to work. What else could I do? Then finally… after refusing him long enough…”

You didn’t, did you? Oh come on, please tell me that you didn’t give in… if you did, I’m going to mince his dick before I kill him, like Shaeula did to that thug…

“I can see what you’re thinking, but I’m no blushing schoolgirl. I’ve been around a while. I knew if I gave in then it wouldn’t be a one-time thing, I’d just be his toy. And the others, they’d just…” She slammed her fist down, nearly spilling her drink, but I caught the toppling glass deftly, securing it.

“… but there was an ultimatum. He cornered me, and said if I didn’t sleep with him, he’d frame me for gross misconduct and have me ruined. So I told him to get fucked. Then he…” She took a long deep breath to steady herself. “… then he tried to… tried to rape me.” She shuddered, crying again. “Luckily he’s out of shape and older, so I managed to fight him off. I did knee him rather hard in his fat guts. So I fled the office and quit, and I’ve been hiding at home ever since. I’m fucked now though. No reference, no job, no savings. No future. A couple of times he’s called me up to say if I go crawling back and …. become his mistress officially, he’ll let me work again, but… I have my pride. My dignity. I’d rather die here in this shithole than give in. Then when you knocked on my door, I thought it might have been him or some of the other bastards. Sorry about that.” She shot me a wan smile, terribly fake.

Okay that was heavy stuff indeed. That’s it, I’ve decided. Again, what good is power if I can’t make those around me happy? I’m not going to try and help everyone in the world, but those within my sight who have been good to me, Shaeula, or any of my precious people…

At my silent thought, Karen-chan spoke weakly. “I bet I disgust you, don’t I? I’m pathetic. Some woman guys think they can abuse and play with who won’t be able to fight back. Pride, dignity, it’s all a sop in the end, maybe I’d have been happier as his toy, at least for a while… damn it, it isn’t like anyone else cares about me anyway. I just… I hate to give in. Why the fuck should I?” At that the tears came again, and this time they were a great cascade, great heaving sobs that shook her whole frail body. Yeah, you’ve not been eating, have you? Well, I’ve made up my mind.

As I stood she suddenly flinched back. Dropping to my knees before her, looking into her bloodshot eyes I smiled. “Right, that’s it. I’m taking you out to dinner. No refusing. On me of course.”

She leaned backwards, her face twisting into a mix of wariness and rage. “Oh, so you hear my story and you think I’m easy, down on my luck and ready to fuck too, do you? Well, unlike my boss and the worms I worked with, you may be hot, but I’m not so cheap.” She threw out the words to hurt me, gain some satisfaction that she had been denied against her ex-colleagues, but I wasn’t stupid enough to bite. I merely continued to smile gently while I pulled out my phone and opened up an image. She watched me, wary, confused and at her last tether.

“See here? Look.” I showed her a picture of me and Eri, photographed in the Strat, engagement ring on her finger, us tight together, looking overjoyed.

“What…?” Karen-chan said, puzzled at the direction this was going.

“I got engaged in Las Vegas. To my long-time childhood friend. That’s Eri. She’s gorgeous isn’t she? So I apologise, but I’m off the market. No way I’d cheat on her. Besides, you are a good looking woman normally, but right now… sorry, but I think you need to look in a mirror.”

“Congratulations?” she answered instinctively. Then her thoughts caught up and she squawked indignantly. “What, are you saying I’m not good enough for you? Not even when I’m down on my luck and vulnerable? Bastard…”

“I think your pride is getting angry at the wrong things.” I chided her gently. “Seriously though, isn’t she gorgeous?” I bragged about Eri, this time as a fiancée, not a childhood friend like I used to. “I don’t mean to rub it in, but if you think I’d put that at risk for a quick bout of pity sex with you, you don’t think much of my intelligence or faithfulness, do you?”

As she was unable to protest, I pointed to her bathroom. “Seriously, you are a friend of mine, a neighbour, and Shaeula often brags about the times we’ve been drinking. My work is going well, so let me get you a meal at least. You’ve not been eating, I can tell. And while we are out, you can tell me about the name of the man I need to kill…”

She smiled then, a genuine one for the first time since I had entered. Dashing away her tears she sniffled, snot running down her face and soaking her clothes. “I think… I wouldn’t want you to go to prison for me, and I definitely wouldn’t want to make your fiancée sad.” She sighed, heavy feelings leaving her. “Seriously, congratulations. I’m glad at least one of us in this shitty apartment is a winner at life. Maybe it isn’t too late for me yet.”

“Just go and clean yourself up. Do your hair and makeup, put on your best dress. While you are doing that, I’ll tidy up this shitty mess, if you’ll pardon my swearing, and make a reservation somewhere decent. Don’t worry, I promise I won’t steal your underwear or look at things I shouldn’t.”

The only thing I had to wait for was a call from my parents, so I could take that here or at the restaurant if necessary…

“I don’t think you need my underwear if you are marrying a girl like that.” She snorted indelicately, and then laughed loudly, her body shaking from released emotions, her gloom receding, at least a little. “Still though, no peeking while I’m in the tub, okay? Else I’ll make sure she finds out.”

“As if a gentleman such as I would do that. Now, go, and you’ll feel better for it.”


One Hundred And Twenty-Four


After making a suitable reservation, I started tidying up her room, all the while trying not to be distracted by the sounds of Karen-chan washing up in her bath. I bagged up all her empty beer cans and other trash, and folded her discarded clothing, the bits of it that were safe to touch at least. Those other items I carefully picked up and placed in one corner for her to sort later.

Once she was done I settled down to wait, finishing off my glass of whiskey. I couldn’t help but glance at my watch too. It was around about the time my sister and Eri would be making it back to Nishimorioka. I think Eri would want to talk to her parents before she talks to mine, but… it could be any time now…

My palms were sweaty, and I was starting to feel a little bilious. I’d always had great respect, and no little fear, of my father. He was a hard man, stern yet fair. I’d had my share of scolding from him, which continued even to this day. And he had specifically asked me not to… well, exactly what I did with Eri. Still, I would face what came of my choice with my head held high, to do anything else would be to trample on Eri’s feelings. Of course, that didn’t make the wait any easier…

As I was lost in thought the door to the bathroom area slid open, and Karen-chan was there. Seeing her tidied state I gave her a thumbs-up of approval. “Not bad. You pass.”

“Cheeky little bastard.” Karen-chan said, but at least she was smiling now, even if there was still a shadow of worry in her eyes. “I can still look good when I try.”

She was wearing a black skirt and white floaty top, coupled with stockings and matching white high heels. Her hair had been untangled and washed, and her nails… well, I guess she can’t fix everything. Like a gentleman I pretended not to see that her nails were merely filed flat, still showing signs of damage, and that she was wearing only minimal make-up. Regardless, she appeared decent enough to go out.

“Yeah, a very professional look.” I approved. “Well then, shall we go?”

“We can, but where?” she asked, still a touch hesitant.

“I booked us a table in one of the restaurants down in Niku Yokocho in Shibuya. I have a craving for meat, and I think you could use the energy… oh, there is one more thing while I remember. I will probably have to take a phone call during the meal, sorry about being rude, but…” My facial expression must have been funny, as she started snickering.

“Not one you want to take? I get that, I do.”

“My father is a very strict man. Don’t get me wrong, I love and respect him, but… he has quite the temper when angered, and I did just go and get engaged, despite him telling me not to do anything hasty.”

As we walked towards the station in the cooling evening, she looked at me slyly. “I don’t see why getting engaged is such a big deal. Unless… hmm, if you did that, I’m surprised that you didn’t just go for a shotgun marriage. I hear Las Vegas is famous for those, right?”

“That, huh…” My stats failed me as my face started burning up.

“You did, didn’t you? Oh God, that’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in weeks… well, congratulations again. There’ll be no escape for you now, will there?”

“I wasn’t planning to escape anyway…” I protested, and her laughter continued for quite some time, her haunted expression slowly starting to relax a little…
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“So, what are you going to do now?” I asked Karen-chan as she stuffed steak into her mouth, barely even pausing to chew.

“I don’t know, I really don’t. but I’m not going to think about it anymore tonight.” she said when her mouth was empty. She washed the meat down with a mouthful of a fancy red wine I’d ordered, before deftly cutting another chunk of the marbled steak.

At least she’s eating now. I guess her body has realised how hungry she is. Looking down I used my knife and fork to dexterously cut my own slab of rare meat, dipping it in the sauce on the side of my plate before bringing it to my lips. Yeah, not bad. Still, I think I prefer the meat leaner, like in America…

“So you said you were a secretary, right?” I asked, an idea forming in my mind of a mutually beneficial solution.

“I did, but do you have to spoil my mood, making me think of that… that bastard? I thought you were trying to cheer me up?”

“Oh I am, so please humour me. Besides, consider it my last request, before my father talks me to death on the phone.”

“Poor baby.” Karen-chan sniffed, polishing off more steak and some of the sides, a leafy salad and Japanese mushrooms. “In that case… let’s see. Yeah, I was a secretary in our accountancy firm. We had a few moderate-sized clients, but most of our work came from… less reputable industries. A black company in both meanings of the word. Still, I’m not the first to take the wrong job after university, and I won’t be the last.”

“I see. So your degree, that was in a related field, I’m guessing?”

“It’s nothing special, or else I’d not have ended up there. Finance and Asset Management. My university was hardly a top one, either. To be honest, I spent too much time partying, since I was away from home for the first time. I expect you can relate, Akio-kun? By the way, I get seconds, right, since you are my shoulder to cry on?”

I hardly partied that much, I was mostly working part-time to pay for my lodgings and tuition, since my parents couldn’t cover a lot of it. Though there were some memorable nights with Shiro, Hayato-san and the rest of the gang… “Sure, order away. I’m rather hungry myself so I’ll probably join you.” I had noticed that with stronger Statistics, came stronger appetites. Whether that was due to increased muscle mass or other factors, I wasn’t sure.

As I waved over at the staff, who scurried across to take our orders, I rolled an idea around in my head. Perhaps I’m too soft, but I would need this sooner or later…

“So, Karen-chan. And do excuse me if this comes across as rather… invasive… of me, but… would you like to work for me?”

Her hands paused, meat falling from her fork to the plate below, scattering sauce across the table we were sitting at. She looked at me, eyes wide, before her expression turned tight, defensive. I can’t blame her, after her last boss…

“Wait, what? Work for you?” She seemed confused, which was understandable. “I know you said you have a lot of projects coming up, and you are working with Shaeula, but…”

“I’m moving up in the world. My trip to Las Vegas wasn’t just a holiday, despite what all the pictures Shaeula no doubt sent you would make you think.” I pulled out my wallet and revealed my new sleek black bank card from Midas Gold. Placing it on the table I grinned. “I’m a client of a very major bank now, and while I don’t claim to be one of the super-rich elite, I’ve the capital to operate some very lucrative long term projects. A lot of them aren’t even in IT, ironically enough.”

Being in finance, she had probably heard of Midas Gold, and if not, Chase Bank would definitely ring some bells. Indeed, she was looking at it pensively, food forgotten. She then turned her gaze back to me, suspicion warring with maybe just a trace of hope. “This all seems rather unbelievable. And if it isn’t… shouldn’t you be going through a proper hiring process? After all, if you are handling large projects, can you trust someone like me, who’s quit her job and was living in filth, just waiting to starve?” Her self-deprecating humour was biting.

Taking a sip of wine to focus my thoughts, I nodded. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But, and here’s the thing. Well, two things really. Firstly, anyone I hire will be working with Shaeula, and she’s really picky about the company she keeps.” Actually, she seems to get on surprisingly well with most people she meets, considering how prickly and proud she was when I first met her… of course, Karen-chan doesn’t know that.

“Secondly, and more importantly, while the job is mainly a mix between secretary, personal assistant, accountant and researcher… there will be some… unexpected… requests, and I’d appreciate my staff not to pry too deeply. I figured someone I knew, who would also be grateful for the job, well, they’d be more likely to be accommodating, wouldn't you agree? Loyalty is the key value for this job, so normally I wouldn’t be interested in a ‘quitter’, as you put it, but you trusted me enough to say why you quit, and so fuck him. I’d love to put his company out of business… maybe we’ll get our chance to do just that one day…”

Karen-chan looked down for a long time, and we sat there in silence, our food cooling. She then looked up at me, dark eyes serious. “I don’t know, I’m… I want to trust you Akio-kun, but if I ended up in the same position again… and these unexpected requests worry me… my old boss, he was fond of …” She stopped as I put my hand up to halt her.

“Look, your food is getting cold. Eat, and I’ll explain. Firstly…” I slid my phone across, the picture of Eri once more displayed. “You can have my fiancée’s phone number as insurance. Hell, my father’s too if it would make you feel better. If I tried anything unpleasant, you could ruin me in return. Sound fair?”

At that she nodded, and her hands resumed, eating once more. I ordered another bottle of wine, and after that was done, I resumed my sales pitch.

“Secondly, by unexpected requests, I mean things along the lines of… oh, for example… I might ask you to research if it was possible to somehow gain token ownership of a park near our apartments. As long as we had ownership of it legally and technically, it wouldn’t matter if we were unable to make any changes, sell it, or even had to pay fully for its upkeep, freeing up taxpayer yen. See what I mean? Odd I know, but things like that might crop up a lot.”

“Yeah, that is a strange one. How would anyone benefit if you can’t do anything with the land, even paying your own money out? I think you’d go bankrupt quickly, and then I’d just be fired again, back where I started.” Karen-chan replied, shaking her head.

“A fair point, but at least I’d launder your employment history and give you an awesome reference.” I joked. “Still, it won’t come to that, a lot of other ventures are likely to be wildly profitable. In fact, I have a deal with Shirohebizumi shrine. I’m moving out to a place there this week. In fact, that’s where head office will be, so you’d have a sweet commute!” I grinned at her as she ate, still unconvinced.

“Seriously, what have you got to lose? I can pay you what you were getting before, in fact, ten percent more for the extra responsibility. I can also throw in bonuses for completed unexpected requests. Overtime would be in crisis situations only, and it’d be fully paid, and no pressure to drink after work with the boss, unless you fancy some relaxation with Shaeula and me. I won’t claim my offer isn’t entirely unmotivated by the fact I know you and you are down on your luck, but this is a chance to prove yourself, and more importantly, to stick it to your bastard boss and ex-colleagues.” I let that sink in, and I could finally see the spark of life in her eyes again. She hastily devoured her food, and finished her wine with a gulp.

“I don’t know if I’ll be good enough. I mean, our company was shady as hell and I was just a secretary, though I did do some overtime in accounting occasionally. Unpaid, of course…” she spat bitterly. “… to be honest, I’d love a job, I thought my life was over. Normally, if it was someone else, I’d snatch their hand off, but…” She looked me right in the eyes, deadly serious. “… despite only being neighbours, this last month has been fun, I consider you a friend now. I’m worried I’ll let you down, and if you are really doing big things, well…” She trailed off, her voice becoming almost inaudible. “… I’ve seen what happens to those who fail important, powerful people…”

“I get that, I do, and I want you to succeed, because then I succeed. But seriously, if you do your best, I’m sure you can do it. If you say yes, then your first task will be to head to Shirohebizumi shrine tomorrow and make sure everything is going smoothly with the refurbishment of my new home and office buildings, as well as make sure there are no problems with the contractors coming out to start on a major building project there.”

“That shrine is notorious for not selling land. People have been after it for years… so, how…” she asked, but I cut her off with a wave.

“You haven’t accepted my offer yet.” I winked at her. “So it’s a trade secret until then. But if you accept, then tomorrow is your first day on the clock. Hell, I don’t mind having you start today, since this could count as a business dinner.”

Karen-chan grabbed the bottle of wine and poured herself a glass. Taking a big swig, she nodded. “All right, I get it, I do.” Reaching out one hand she held it out to me, and I took it, giving her a firm handshake, pretending I didn’t feel how she was trembling. Poor woman, she’s had it rough. But seriously, I have a ton of tasks I can delegate, giving me more time to help Shaeula in the Boundary, and even when this is resolved, I can still use her…

“Welcome aboard.” I said, and she returned my greeting, bowing in a polite business fashion.

“I’m glad to be here. I won’t let you down. Thanks. For having faith in me.”

I was going to answer her when my phone, which I had left out on the table, started to ring. Looking at it I could see the caller ID was ‘Father’. Well, shit.

“I’ve got to take this. Sorry.” I sighed. “Why don’t you order some pudding or something, and a whiskey to wash it down? My treat still, to celebrate.”

“Sure thing boss.” She waved over at the waiting staff. Turning back to me she smiled, the brightest one I’d seen from her so far this evening, her eyes finally looking resolute and back to her old self. “You sure have it tough, Akio-kun. Though, she’s really cute, so just think she’s worth it, all right?”

At that I could only nod. With that I picked up my phone and answered. “Oh, good evening, father. I was expecting a call…”


Side Twenty-Seven – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“That looks very nice, Ai dear. Did your brother get you that?” my mom asked as I was unpacking my new bow and all the related gear, spreading it out on my bed. I nodded, remembering how excited I was when I saw it.

“He sure did, you know big bro is always eager to please me and Eri.”

“Eri, huh? That’s strange, what happened to Eri-chan? Did you get closer on your trip? Or…” As my mom seized on a point I didn’t want to talk about I wondered what to say. Luckily she rapidly changed the subject, as mercurial as ever. “... so, how much did all that cost? Taichi has been working out just how much that whiskey you brought back is worth, and well… Aki has been spending rather too much, hasn’t he? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love the perfume and make-up, but when you add it together…” She leaned in close, whispering in my ear.

“You can tell me, Ai. I promise not to get mad, and I’ll listen to what you have to say with an open mind. Best you tell me, before Taichi finds out. Has… has our Aki got involved in something… criminal? It’s not drugs is it? Please tell me he isn’t smuggling drugs…”

At her words my mind went blank, quickly filled with the fire of angry rage. I’m not going to listen to that, not even from you, mom!

Jerking back away from her I glared at her, our blue eyes reflecting each other. “No way! How could you accuse big bro of something like that? I’m disappointed in you, mom.” I could feel tears welling up, and they started running down my face, a mix of frustration and anger. “He’s been working hard, real hard, all these years, and now his effort has finally paid off, and this is what you think? I thought you were better than that, mom!”

“Come on, Aiko, don’t be like that. You know I believe in both of my children.”

When she called me by my full name, it was always a sign she was serious. Still, crying and angry, I wasn’t going to back down, not on this, no way, no how! “I get it, I do. I was shocked myself when big bro came back looking all hot and with Shaeula on his arm. For a moment I thought ‘where did big bro go, who is that?’. But still, no matter how much he’s changed, and will change in the future, I know one thing. He’d never betray his family or Eri by doing something so wrong!”

As I tried to evade my mom, scuttling across my bed, I was too slow, and she grabbed me in a hug, and started ruffling my hair, like big bro used to. “Shush now, shush my Ai. Stop crying. I believe you, I do! My Aki is a good boy, you know that better than anyone, don’t you? After all, you and Eri-chan always used to hide in his shadow.”

“I know, we did. We still do.” I wiped away the tears, unable to squirm free. My mom had quite the grip. “But I realised… we never did anything but take from him. No wonder he left. Still, Eri, Shaeula… they showed me it isn’t too late to do better. Come on, let me go!”

“No, I don’t think I will, Ai dear. I missed you while you were gone, and worried, since it was your first time abroad.” She pressed my head into her ample chest, and for a moment I wondered stupid thoughts like whether I would get so big, before squawking indignantly.

“I said get off, let go. Damn, mom, you are smothering me! This isn’t how I wanted to go, at least not to my mom’s big chest!” As I managed to break free, face red, I decided to get serious. Big bro, you idiot, now I’m having to cover for you! Shaeula too, you may be a princess and probably used to lavish wealth, but we aren’t! We got carried away, no wonder mom and dad are suspicious!

“Okay, firstly, there was no need to worry. We all speak English, don’t we? Besides, with big bro about, there was never any danger. That’s one thing that’s never changed. Eri and I were perfectly safe all the time, and we had more fun that I dreamed possible. So lay off my big bro! Secondly…”

Okay, okay, we’ve had some good talks, like on the plane, and I am not as stupid as I always tell myself I am. So I can think of a way to handle this… “…yeah, secondly, I can’t really talk about it too much, since it’s big bro and Shaeula’s business, confidentiality and all that, but I was feeling a little… off-colour…”

At that my mother tittered a little, amused, probably guessing I was hungover, since I had been when bro and Shaeula had visited us before. Ignoring her, I continued.

“… I was in our hotel when his banker visited. So it’s all legal, and he’s earning decent money. As for how it all works, you’d need to ask him, but just… stop doubting him, please!”

“All right, I believe you” She tried to snuggle me again, but I leapt from my bed and raced over to the other side of the room. She pouted, but didn’t follow, instead looking down at the Olympic-style bow I had received. “This is a very nice bow, isn’t it? Your brother still loves you a lot. Isn’t that nice. So if you got this, what did Eri-chan get? Oh wait, should I be calling her Eri too now?” She grinned wickedly, bringing up the point I had hoped she had forgotten.

Mom may act an airhead at times, but she’s sharp. Oh well, best get this over with. After taking a deep breath, I smiled as disarmingly as I could. “Yeah, of course he does. A big bro moonstone who doesn’t dote on his sister is clearly an imposter. As for Eri… well, I expect we should set the table for six tonight. Eri, uncle and auntie will be coming over, I’d expect.”

“I see, so it’s like that is it? My Aki’s all finally grown up. Although, I don’t think Taichi is going to be happy. Especially not if Aki has finally succeeded in getting a career…”

A career? If only you knew. Damn, I hate keeping secrets. Big bro really needs to tell our parents the truth, but until then, not my problem… With a shrug of my shoulders I went back to sorting out my luggage, happy mom hadn’t seen my other presents…
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The six of us were around our dinner table, a traditional meal laid out, bowls of rice, miso soup, grilled fish and more. Of course, the atmosphere wasn’t the usual lively one, and I shared a commiserating glance with Eri, who looked nervous as hell. Still, when she reached for her soup I could see the lights of the room sparkling off her engagement ring, which she was still wearing. Pretty bold…

“So, my son was foolish it seems, despite my warnings. You have my apologies. Despite our long friendship…” My dad bent down in a low bow. Mom clicked her tongue in annoyance, and uncle Mori rapidly tried to raise him up.

“Don’t be foolish, Taichi! There is no need to bow to us.”

“But my foolish son…” he began, only to be cut off by auntie Mori, who was all smiles. As expected, they’ve wanted Eri and my bro to get married ever since we were kids. No way they would be too upset about this turn of events.

“What foolishness? You can’t expect two young people in love not to… fool around. Little Eri has shown me some of the pictures, and if they didn’t get romantic in such a lovely place, well I’d think they were not suited for each other after all. Besides…” She looked at her daughter fondly, and down at her engagement ring. “Little Aki is taking responsibility, so how can we complain? Oh, I can hardly wait for the wedding, we have to set a date…”

She rambled on for a bit, before my dad spoke again, his mood still sour. “I have my worries. All of this money he has coming in, it seems suspicious and strange considering he was barely making ends meet only a few months ago.”

This is my time to interject… I opened my mouth to speak, only for Eri to beat me to it, her face displaying open annoyance, which was rare for her. Yep, the long talk we had on the plane… it’s done her good… even if she now has other things to worry about…

“Uncle Oshiro, you should have more faith in Akio.” Eri said, mirroring the words I said to my mom earlier, which brought a snort of amusement from her. “Do you really think he would be doing anything unworthy? I’m disappointed in you, I really am…”

At that I nearly spat out my miso soup. Everyone around the table was likewise looking at Eri in amazement, but she wasn’t done yet.

“Akio has always thought about what is best for me, for Aiko, for you, uncle Oshiro, auntie Emily. He didn’t always get it right, but he always had our best interests at heart. He’s finally found a chance to look after his family, to provide for those he loves, and he’s taken it. It’s all very complicated, the adult world seems to be, but one thing it isn’t is wrong! Akio, Shaeula… they are fighting to provide for us! In what world could that be suspicious, or strange?”

“Well said, my little Eri!” auntie Mori approved. “And all the better, if he has the means to support my darling little girl, then my last worries disappear.” She patted her daughter tenderly, and beside her, uncle Mori was nodding along too. “I was surprised at the speed of things, but… you aren’t unhappy, are you, little Eri?”

“Of course not.” she declared proudly, head held high, her timid nature brushed aside as she stroked her engagement ring. “I did it gladly, and I’ll do it again, whenever he wants…” At that she grew quiet, flushed with shame.

“Tell me you at least used protection. You have to think of your future.” dad said, still clearly unhappy.

“I refused. I wanted my first time to be perfect, and if… if I was to be with child…” She was so red I expected steam to come out of her ears, but Eri steeled herself and continued, despite the tension building around the table. “… then it was meant to be, and I’ll raise it with love, beside Akio, forever.”

“Silly girl.” Dad was so mad his face had turned white. Still, he couldn’t take it out on Eri, so… “That son of mine, he is an adult, he should have refused you. If you get pregnant, there goes your future. No further education, no work, no…”

“Oh please.” Eri cut in, and I was shocked once more at just how… barbed… her tone was. “Do calm down, uncle. No, father-in-law. I understand it was foolish, but I also understand I’m a very weak person. I’ve learned this, and I want to change. Aiko too, right?”

As she looked at me I nodded. “Yeah, we can’t stay weak forever.” Not here, or in that strange land even Eri has visited. Damn, I wish I had her luck…

“I needed reassurance, and it sounds wrong, I know, potentially having a child for that reason. It is wrong. I get that. But I was too scared that if I didn’t tie him to me, he’d go away again. Still, as I said, I’ll raise the child together with Akio, and when its older we’ll tell him or her that she was conceived on a wonderful night where we shared everything. If it is not to be, well then, we’ll be using protection from now on, until the time is right.”

Hearing Eri use words like conceived and protection was plenty shocking, but she wasn’t done, having gathered a head of steam, she was pouring out everything in her heart, in defence of her feelings and also big bro.

“As for my future. What future? So I’m a good student, but even if we had the money for further education, which we don’t, we all know I’d never survive it. I’m terminally shy, it would be a living nightmare for me…”

“You don’t seem so shy now, daughter-in-law.” My mother said, interrupting. “But you aren’t wrong. Taichi, dear, hear her out, okay?”

“Thanks auntie. Anyway…” Eri continued. “I would have to get a job here in town, something quiet and without many people. I might make a little money, but… I’d never start a family, have a boyfriend. I told myself I only wanted Akio, and that was true even during all the time he was gone.”

“Nonsense. Time would have changed things. Akio may be my son, but I’m not blind to his flaws. There are other good men out there.” dad grumbled, unconvinced.

“Maybe so. I don’t know the future, but my heart says not. Still, even if you are right, what future is that for me? Modest, humble… empty. How is any of that comparable to being married to the one I love, caring for a child? Besides, I do know what I’m going to do with my life. I’ve never been surer of anything. Not only will I be his wife, but I’ll support Akio in his company. I’m smart, everyone says so, so I’ll learn, whatever it is he needs, and if that means I have to deal with other people, if it’s for him… no, for us, then I’ll face it. So please, father-in-law, never say what we’ve done is foolish. It is far from foolish, it’s the most right thing we’ve done in our entire lives!”

With her long speech finished she was exhausted, and slumped down embarrassed, only for her parents to hug her, crying. I found my eyes shedding tears too, and mom was biting on her handkerchief, sapphire eyes moist as well. Only dad remained unmoved, yet even his anger had receded, his colour returning.

“That’s my little girl!” auntie Mori sniffled. “I worried you were too quiet, that I’d raised you wrong. But if you can go for what you want like that, I’ve no concerns. Don’t worry, if you are pregnant, I’ll support you fully! And if not…” She whispered something in her ear, and Eri blushed a near fluorescent red, nodding. All I could catch was “… can’t leave it up to him, we’ll visit the pharmacy in Inuyama soon…”

“As for school, I’ll call them first thing in the morning.” uncle Mori said jovially. “Don’t worry over anything, my daughter, I’ll tell them you have parental consent for the engagement, so there’ll be no disciplinary action. You might have to not wear your ring though…”

“Don’t worry, big bro has somehow learnt to be charming now!” I giggled. “He bought her a second ring, a plain band one, which isn’t against school rules. I think he just wanted to make sure everyone knew Eri was his now.”

“Aiko!” Eri protested, and we all laughed again, except for dad, who looked lost in thought.

“Oh, Taichi, can’t you see you’ve lost? You may have complaints, but they’ve both thought about this. We may not approve, but why not just celebrate it? He did buy you those bottles of the expensive whiskey you liked. Why not break it open so we can celebrate with the Mori’s? Our two families, joined at last!” Mom tried to bring dad around, happy for my bro and Eri.

“Big bro said you could call him and he’d answer all your questions.” I piped up as he was thinking. “He hasn’t done this lightly. I always knew bro would do great things. This is just my faith in him being proved right. A sister is never wrong about her brother, don't you agree Eri?”

“Not one as brocon as you, anyway!” she laughed, causing me to protest back jovially. At the scene of everyone around him, my dad let out a long, painful sigh. Turning to mom he nodded. “Very well, open a bottle. I shall call my errant son and see what he has to say. But you are right, done is done, and as a daughter-in-law, I have no complaints with you, Eri-san.”

“You should call me Eri now, you too, auntie Emily… no, mother-in-law.” Eri said, and with that the party started. I was stuck with juice of course, as was Eri, but even so, it was really nice…
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“I can’t say I am satisfied by your explanations.” My dad complained, on the phone to big bro, a near-empty glass of whiskey beside him. Mom was talking to uncle and auntie about wedding dresses and other things that were causing Eri no end of torment, leaving her twitching with embarrassment, but she deserved it for being all lovey-dovey with my bro.

“School finishes early this week on Friday since it is the first week of term, and since there is a reduced class on Saturday she would miss little… so, we shall all be travelling to Tokyo to see you. What, yes, yes, you can make the arrangements for accommodation. It doesn’t need to be anything extravagant. It just needs to be clean, as your mother and the Mori girls will be there.”

Hey, what about me? No fair leaving me out. As I met dad’s gaze pleadingly, he sighed, listening. “Yes, you are correct. Your sister clearly wants to come too. Fine, fine. I shall allow it. Make the arrangements… wait, you want me to bring who? The Takeyabashi girl from the shrine? Why? Business-related? I’ll understand when I see your new workplace? You had better be convincing, I am full of misgivings…”

As the conversation continued, my dad giving my bro a real hard time, not that I expected anything else, I made up my own mind. This was as good a time as any to discuss my future. Eri, my bro and I, we were the three musketeers of Nishimorioka. And I didn’t want that to end any time soon. One day, maybe, but not yet. No, there’s still too much to see and do, more than I ever could have dreamed of a short few weeks ago. And I’ll be damned if I’m not there seeing it with them… and not just to be the perfect sister for Akio, the one I thought he wanted. No, because I want to, for me, for Eri and for him…

“Very well, I am trusting that you are not being foolish and can shoulder this. I admit, it will be nice to return to Tokyo, it has been quite a while, and the Mori’s could use a break. Very well. Yes. Yes that’s right. I shall bring the shrine girl, once I have spoken to her grandfather. All right. I shall see you Friday then.”

Ending the call my dad looked tired. I decided to score some points before my own bombshell, so I topped up his glass from the bottle and handed it to him. “There you go dad, that sounded tough. About Takeyabashi-san though, we were there for some of it. Big bro has a lot of work with traditional shrines at the moment, so it’s legit, I promise.”

“That makes no sense, how does his industry connect with…” Before dad could get off track, I held up a hand.

“Hey, everyone. I’d like to discuss something myself, if I may?”

“Oh God, tell me you aren’t pregnant too, Ai! My heart couldn’t take the shock!” Damn, mom’s drunk. She never could handle her booze. And plus, we don’t know if Eri is pregnant yet. It usually takes more than one go, doesn’t it?

“Eww, gross, no way, I’m as pure as winter snow!” I protested. “No, I just have been giving my future some real thought. I think… no I know…” Everyone was watching me, making me nervous, but the smile Eri was giving me, it was a knowing one. She mouthed something silently at me then.

“Do your best! I’ll… no we… will support you!”

Thanks. I guess we added a musketeer, just like in that film with D’Artagnan. Add Shaeula and there are four of us now…

“So, I’m going to try for a sports University in Tokyo. I’d like to get a scholarship if I can, since it’s expensive but… if not I can keep costs down living with my bro and Eri. You don’t mind, do you?”

Eri shook her head. “Not at all, we’d be happy to have you.”

“Before it was just a pipe-dream, I’ve seen his old apartment, and it’s really small. But now things are looking up… besides, I think I can do it. I’ve always loved sport, moving my body. I’m not so smart… hey, I know I’m no dummy, don’t get me wrong, but I’ve always been more of an action girl, right?”

My mom nodded, and the gaze of my dad was painful, yet he remained silent, judging my sincerity. “Even if I don’t make it to the top, which to be honest, I doubt I will, after all, I’ve not actually won any tournaments yet, even if I’ve been to some…” Though if I could just enter that world, that might change… big bro did…

“… well, there’s still sports coaching, dieticians, physical education teachers… there’s lots I could do, and I think I’d like.” More importantly, I can be of use. We’ll all stand together, having each other’s backs.

“… besides, what’s true for Eri is true for me too. After all, what future is in this town for the young, really? Getting married to one of the guys around here? Eww, no way. I want someone at least as good as Eri has bagged.” I winked. “For the sake of my love life I need to move to the big city anyway. Don’t get me wrong, there are things to like here, but now that I know what’s out there, I need to see it for myself!”

“I get that.” uncle Mori nodded. “We weren’t all as lucky as your father, going abroad and finding a beautiful wife there. Not that I’m dissatisfied with you, my dear!”

Auntie Mori snorted. “I should think not. But we do get it. We want little Eri and you, little Aiko, to have lives better than we did. I think you are both doing very well towards that goal.”

My mom nodded reassuringly, and my dad was just looking at me. In the end he nodded, and I felt relief rush through me.

“It will be hard.” he promised sternly, and I agreed.

“I know. I’m ready for that. So long as I’ve got Eri, and big bro, and you guys, and even Shaeula in my corner, I can do it!”

“In that case, I shall support you. But just words are easy. I want to see actions. If I think you are not serious…” dad warned, and I quickly reassured him.

“I get it, I do, I do!” Wait for me, big bro, Shaeula. For Eri too. We’ll catch up, even if we have to work ourselves to the bone!


One Hundred And Twenty-Five


“Ahahaha, you got royally chewed out!” Karen-chan was laughing as she swayed about, drunkenly leaning on my shoulder. Shit, when she relaxed after accepting my offer she got hammered…

“You looked like a deer in the headlights. Yes father, sorry father, no father, I understand, father! Pfft hahahahaha!”

Yeah, she’s a truly, truly annoying drunk. Still, I can’t blame her, and I’m happy to see it. Looking at her, all beaten down and having given up on life, well, if this is the other option I’ll take it, even if she is spitting and drooling all over my shoulder.

“Whoopsie!” she sniggered as she stumbled, her heel catching on the pavement. I caught her, careful not to grab anywhere I shouldn’t, and set her upright, which brought more laughter.

“You can laugh all you want, but…” I said, ready to get my own back. “… come the weekend, there’ll be your first unexpected request.”

“What, you want me to go on a date with you? We already did hahaha! Oh God, ugh…” Suddenly her laughter was interrupted as she turned green and staggered to the side. Bending over she was noisily sick, the tension and alcohol having proved a bad combination. After spending some time patting her back while she was unwell, eventually she had emptied her stomach.

“Feel better?” I asked her, getting her a bottle of water from a nearby vending machine. As she took a drink and used some to wash her face, she sighed.

“Sorry, my bad. I’m not fired on my first day, am I?” She gave me a wan smile.

“Nope, I’ll be sure to forget everything. But in exchange, you’ll carry out your unexpected and unusual request, which is, you’ll have to meet my father and reassure him I’m not doing anything shady. That’ll be punishment enough…”
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After seeing Karen-chan home and putting her to bed, leaving her some food and water I bought from a twenty-four hour supermarket, I returned to my own room and undressed, throwing my soiled top into the bathroom for later. It was time to re-join Shaeula in my Territory. Hopefully everything is okay. She’d surely have retreated if not…

The Anchor still stood, the halo of ether around it a shining silver constellation. There was even more than before, probably from all the invaders we had killed. Checking the progress of the Anchor upgrade, there were still seventy-two days remaining. I hate the Territory being defenceless, but then I need at least a quarter of a million ether for my next plan, ideally I’m going to need another hundred and fifty thousand or so on top of that for the quick build of a new set of Ether Spires to start raking in the ether as soon as possible…

Yeah, it was a thorny problem. Still, leaving all this ether out and unprotected could potentially lead to enemies finding my Anchor, so… Oh man, this hurts my soul, but… Most of the ether around the Anchor and Silo were suddenly absorbed into the Anchor, a hundred thousand of my stock vanishing nigh instantly. The glow around the Anchor intensified and the shaft thickened and lengthened, small buds forming at the bottom, three of them, the purpose as yet unclear. Checking my Territory again I sighed. Sixty-one days left now. A full hundred thousand, and all it gets is eleven days. Most of the bounty I had gained in Las Vegas was gone now, though luckily I still had a full Silo. Oh, and some Etherite ores too. Mustn’t forget them.

Having made my decision, and feeling a twinge of regret at spending the ether for a slender gain, I left and headed for the shrine. As I did so I was met by Shaeula, who had sensed my entry and had hurried over.

“Master, are you well-well?” she asked. “I felt the Territory tremble.”

“Don’t worry about it. I decided to use some of our excess ether to try and speed up progress. I may regret it later when I’m poor again, but for now… sixty-one days. I could bring it to an even fifty, but that would leave us way too lacking in ether…”

“I see-see.” She nodded. “Well, whatever your decision is, Akio, I shall-shall support it. Now, to business. We should return to the shrine and hold council. We have this area under watchful eyes, have no-no fear.”

At her words I glanced around and could see several white snakes hiding amidst the rubble, their innate earth essence helping them blend in. “I see. Clever. Have there been problems with more ghosts?”

“We have spotted them lingering outside of our borders, watching our movements, yet they have not-not dared to intrude. Perhaps they fear-fear my flames, as they should!”

“That’s good news. And other attackers?” As I talked with Shaeula I discovered that while there had been a few minor incursions while I was gone, mostly the enemy was quiet. Shaeula asked me in turn about the girls and whether they got off safely. When I explained that Karen-chan would be working for us and the trouble she went through, Shaeula was quiet for a moment, before glaring at me, her eyes stern. “I agree-agree. We should make her oppressor rue the day he was born. A male should secure a female by his charm, wit and nobility, not-not through vulgar force. I insist that we crush-crush this company when we are able!”

As we continued our banter we arrived at the shrine, crossing the salt barrier, Shaeula once more hopping over it, as if it was something dirty. Grulgor was seemingly out roaming again, but the White Snake Kami was there, and we had a small war council.

“Since you can spare us some time now, we should try-try and discover the enemy Territory, like we did in the desert.” Shaeula posited. “If we are only defending, eventually we will be worn down-down, or an attack will break us. After all…” She took a pose, one I had seen on the magical girl anime she liked to watch. “… attack is the best-best form of defence!”

The Kami hissed assent, declaring that it was ‘an inssssult to the ssssshrine…’ for intruders to be allowed to assail it. Looking around I could see more weaselkin than before, all well-armed with looted weaponry. Concentrating, I could feel trickles of aether leaving me through Kin Bonding. Seeing my concentration, Shaeula grinned.

“Indeed, with us both supplying energy to my kin, and us being far-far stronger than before, they return rapidly. Soon-soon I feel even my Kamaitachi shall be beside us again.”

“You know, I’ve always thought your Mystic Eyes was a broken Skill, but seriously, Kin Restoration might just be the most overpowered Skill of all. Doesn’t that mean if you were strong enough, you could practically replace your forces as soon as they fell in battle?” Yeah, she won the superpower lottery all right.

“Not-not you, Akio. We. For do you not-not share my Skill now? I dare to say the Skill is not-not as almighty as you believe, for a being slain in quick succession will be damaged, and the energy to restore them greatly increased. Also… legend tells of vile creatures that can destroy the very connection to one’s spirit. Should that happen, they would-would be lost to us…”

She shivered at that, and I could hardly blame her. Yeah, every Skill does have its drawbacks, but even so. If she ever did make it to the Throne of the Seelie Court, wouldn’t that… make all of the Fae her kin? Just thinking about it … damn…

Putting that aside for now, I had another thought. Most of the essence of earth that the shrine generated was being drawn into the wards, but I could still see a red haze of energy. After my success with mastering fire, I felt I should be able to take the next step and master earth energies too. I can hope, anyway...

Seeing my gaze, Shaeula swallowed nervously. “I shall pass-pass master. If you ordered I would try, but…” Her gaze was pure yet shy, eyes aglow.

“No way.” I cut her off with a rough hug. “I told you, I don’t want to see you die. I believe you will be able to tame earth energy too one day, but until we can be sure it’s safe for you, I forbid it!”

Shaeula nodded in relief, before raising one eyebrow sardonically. “I appreciate your care master, but what-what would Eri think, should she see you manhandling me like this-this?”

Damn, I did it instinctively. She’s been so flirty and upbeat lately it was an involuntary response to her being cute and bashful. Letting her go I laughed nervously. “Yeah, sorry, my arms moved by themselves.”

“I forgive you for being enraptured by my many charms. So, if you wish-wish to begin, I shall observe you, for reference.”

After checking with the Kami that it was both religiously acceptable to take the energy, and would not disrupt the wards, I moved to where the energy was thickest, a heavy, earthy feeling surrounding me as I approached the hill behind the shrine, where the ruby energies were strongest, blowing from cracks in the soil and rock.

Concentrating, I began to draw in the crimson light, where it began to pool in my root Chakra, the sensation solid, gritty, unpleasant… I continued to draw more, and when ruby met emerald there was a clash, energies exploding violently through me.

I vomited silver and red blood, which was steaming with a mix of fire, earth and wind. Come on. Earth… earth… it… well, damn, earth is complex as hell. Different types of stones, soil… is metal classed as earth? I don’t understand it nearly as well as air or fire… Even as I struggled to use my insights I ran into another problem. Citrine fiery energies were being swallowed by the garnet glow, the earth energies growing in strength, my Chakra network hiccupping at the unconstrained powers.

“Master, I suggest…” Shaeula was saying something, not that I could clearly hear her, but I got the gist of it. Yeah, this is way too hard…

With some effort I expelled the rampaging crimson light, and staggering away from the source I slumped down, beaten, feeling like I had terrible cramps all through my body. Shaeula came over and pulled up my head, sliding it onto her lap, where she began patting my head gently. “Poor Akio. I suspected so, but it was too-too much, even for you. Trying to balance three energies, both opposing and consuming… such a feat is nearly unprecedented. Only a rare-rare few of the noblest, most-most talented Fae have managed such.”

“Yeah.” I groaned, my throat raw, the tang of scorched soil and hot wind in my mouth. “I also realised I didn’t know enough about earth after all. I thought I did, but well…” I wanted to get up, but my body was aching and it was rather comfortable, lying on her legs. “I wonder… what does darkness oppose? Light, I’m guessing? Maybe I could master that…”

“Foolish master, ever-ever eager to push your limits.” She said fondly. “But before, you knew little of shadow and darkness. Has this changed?”

“Yeah, I’m afraid not. If it was light, then I reckon I’d know pretty much everything about it. Darkness to me is just absence of light. Still, maybe if I try to take in a little it’ll spark something, some breakthrough or even just a hint. I think it’s worth a try.”

“Very well, but you must first recover, your network was not-not damaged for you wisely stopped your efforts, yet the energies within are still turbulent indeed-indeed. I will allow though…” Shaeula gazed into my eyes from above, amber meeting moonstone. “… seeing your efforts first-hand has proved rather-rather enlightening. I still would perish, trying to mix earth and wind, yet… perhaps a path does exist…”

“Cool. Well, I’ll hear your insights another time. For now I’m just going to enjoy the momentary peace.” We spent a little time making cheerful small-talk about trivial things, until Shaeula advised me I was stable enough to attempt my next feat. Somewhat regretfully I got off her lap and we headed towards the graveyard. Her legs were soft, and she smells good… smell huh… damn, I do love thinking of pointless things. Besides, I shouldn’t be smelling other girls… sorry Eri.

The graveyard was as I remembered it, and because it was unlikely to be targeted since the Tree seemed to be a naturally occurring thing, we had left it unguarded. Although thinking about it, the Tree is probably providing something like half of my incoming ether right now… “I think we need to make sure the Rhyming Tree doesn’t fall to the enemy. It’s too valuable.”

Shaeula nodded. “I shall have some-some of my kin stationed here. Should there be an attack they can raise the alarm, or should-should the worst happen, I shall know if they fall in battle. So, are you ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.” I said, taking my place under the gloom of the Tree. Adopting a meditative pose, I couldn’t help but grin. “You know, in certain Eastern stories, people meditate for years under trees like this to gain wisdom.”

“I would like my master to be wiser indeed, yet we do not-not have years to spare, so do your best!” Shaeula snarked.

All right then… Grasping at the darkness energy that permeated the surrounding space, I started to absorb it. Unlike the prickling of wind, burning of flame, or solidity of stone… this was… intangible somehow, both cold and hot at the same time, hard yet also soft as finest silk, an impossible dichotomy. As the dark energy trickled in I could see that it wasn’t in fact black at all, no, it was a deep blue. The energy started moving to my throat, and the Chakra there began to absorb it.

So, darkness. An absence of light. In fantasy stories it is often used by necromancers and other evil beings. It also doesn’t seem to have much interaction, if any, with the wind and flame energies…

As I wracked my brain to come to an understanding with it my lunar Chakra started burning, spikes of pain jabbing into me everywhere. Regardless, Shaeula motioned for me to continue, so I struggled to draw in more, grasping for understanding.

Darkness and Light. Yin and Yang. Female and Male. Dark is more associated with females in Cultivation myths. Yin also tends towards the emotions of turmoil and chaos…

I meditated under the Tree for several hours as the pain continued to build, until finally I was defeated, expelling the darkness from my Chakra network as best I could, helped along by aether to cleanse it. As I staggered to my feet, the torment diminishing, Shaeula commiserated me.

“A noble effort indeed, and one much-much more successful than with that vile earth energy.” she said, taking my hand in hers.

“You think? I guess I didn’t do myself any damage, not that I made much progress.”

“I believe I told you when we first met-met. It takes a great-great deal of time to master the understanding of an element of the four, let alone a rarer one such as this darkness. Only by understanding the essence of it will-will you tame it, and if you do not-not know, then slow, incremental steps, by taking in and feeling the nature of it, is the only-only path to mastery.” She gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. “We have time yet, master. If it takes you months, or years, or even decades, I shall be here-here, watching.”

“I hope it is quicker than that.” I returned the squeeze, grateful for her support. “Still, that’s enough for now. Time to find out where our enemy is lurking. I would love to refill our ether stocks…”


One Hundred And Twenty-Six


“But before that, while we have some peace I want to see if we can further improve our gear, and maybe make something for Grulgor too.”

“That-that oaf?” Shaeula scoffed. “He is hardly worthy of your largess, yet…” She let out a muted sigh. “I suppose it makes sense, he is an asset to us, even if I can-can barely stand the sight of him.”

I’m proud of how you keep growing. I must have had a fatherly smile on my face, as Shaeula flushed.

“Stop looking at me like that-that. I am not-not so shallow I can not-not appreciate his efforts.” she protested, and so I rubbed her head, causing her to let out small noises of embarrassment, but she made no effort to shy away.

Yeah, her verbal tic still spikes up when she is excited or embarrassed. Knowing better than to say it, we returned to the shrine, where I called over the Kobold miners. As expected their haul was lower, but we still had materials, so I quickly started processing them. Iron was converted to steel just by adding charcoal by burning some wood from around the shrine with flame essence. We also had quite the pile of smashed armour and useless weapons that the Orcs had so graciously left us after their defeats. Melting this all down into ingots and adding around three percent carbon, which was the ratio I remembered from school for ‘spring steel’, allowed me to create a metal flexible and hard to deform. As I worked, I could feel my abilities in Ether Crafting growing a little, giving me deeper understanding of iron and steel. I wonder if iron counts as part of the earth element?

Grulgor returned as I had a large pile of steel ready to go. He still had the crude plates hammered into his body, providing decent protection, but with proper armour… yeah, he’d be an unstoppable tank. Over the next few days I can armour up the other Trolls too…

Once the plates were stripped from Grulgor I spent time shaping an extremely thick armour for him, full-plate style, though he had an open-faced helm, as when I went for a narrow slit he started roaring about not being able to find or see his foes. When he was done he looked… well, like a three metre plus giant of cold steel, an iron golem. The armour didn’t have any fancy decorations, but it was solid, and gleaming brightly. Grulgor was puzzled at first as I was dressing him, and it took me a while to figure out how to make straps of metal to hold the weight together, as leather would be useless. In the end they were supplemented by spikes sticking into his body, holding them in place. His own regeneration then locks it to him, making it nigh-impregnable.

Once that was done, it was time to make him a weapon. Forgoing finesse, I made him a long-handled flanged mace, the head many kilograms of hard steel. Anything Grulgor hit with that would be leaving nothing but a mist of blood and ether behind, that was certain.

“Grul likes this. Grul will use it to smash and crush and kill!” he gurgled, picking it up and swinging it around. Yeah, I pity his foes, no question about that.

“Cool, glad you approve.” I said. “I’ll run maintenance on it from time to time, but try not to break it. I’ll also make these…” I quickly turned a portion of the steel into large balls that could be thrown by him and the Trolls. Portable Troll artillery…

Grulgor grabbed a handful of the ammunition and was off, eager to whet his new equipment in the blood of our foes, so I turned to our most important task. I first ran maintenance on the pinwheels, repairing the slight damage to the wires that functioned as the weapon. Once that was done I crafted a harness for Shaeula out of lightweight materials, making sure to make it pretty. It had three open slots on the back, and those I filled with new and improved bluesteel batteries, having a greater capacity than mine. I made myself a similar harness, though more rough and ready, and also recycled my batteries, ending up with three new ones myself.

By the time I was done many hours had passed in labour, so it was probably morning over in the Material. I hope Karen-chan isn’t too hungover and made it to the shrine… I’ll check later.

“All right then, this is a scouting mission, to find the enemy Territory. Shall we go?”

Shaeula nodded, leaving the defence to the Kami and her Kamaitachi. We headed out, moving rapidly with our high stats, and were soon out of my Territory, heading in the direction we suspected most of the attacks were coming from. As me moved north towards the distant central Tokyo proper, we discovered a lack of any sort of life. There were a few scattered enemies, and we could sense presences in buildings, but…

Shouldn’t there be other Territories? If there are … how did Exposition-san put it, several thousands in this country alone… call it three thousand then, though it may be a few more or less, then that’s about nine hundred in Tokyo. Shouldn’t there be some around here? Although I suppose the greater Tokyo area is actually massive…

Picking up my thoughts, Shaeula agreed. “This area has been scavenged dry, master. Perhaps there were-were other Territories, but they have been plundered, only a few remaining. I fear our numbers are woefully few, compared to our enemy, so while we can hold-hold our own in battle, we can not-not expand rapidly.”

“Yeah it’s like we are playing Warcraft 3 with just a bunch of high-level hero units. Sure, we can spam ultimate skills and wreck mobs of normal troops, but we can be outmanoeuvred and can’t be everywhere at once.” I made the simile, and she looked puzzled, so I explained. “Warcraft 3 was good fun, though I hear the remake is ass. If I can find an old version that works give it a play when this is over, you might enjoy it.”

“I shall bear that in mind, but is it the time-time for such banter?” she asked, and I had to agree.

“I get it, I do. We’ll focus.”

We were going roughly parallel to the train that usually took us into Tokyo proper, so some of the sights should have been familiar, and a few were, buildings I recognised, but others had fantastical shapes, or were areas that had expanded far larger than they should have been on the Material plane, dungeons perhaps. These we bypassed, making a note to explore them when the current crisis was resolved. We were still some distance from the administrative high-rises of Setagaya ward, which would be the first of the major wards we would reach in this direction, but before that there were still some impressive sights.

“Akio, I see-see something.” Shaeula said suddenly, pulling me into cover, somehow ending up on top of me as we crouched behind a wall of rusted metal. As I looked to where she was peering, I could see an indistinct misty shape moving through the air overhead.

“Another ghost girl?” I mouthed at her, and she nodded. Once it had passed we relaxed.

“So, we are headed the right way. The attacks are coming from the north.”

“I believe I can-can eliminate her” Shaeula whispered to me. “I can strike her unawares and blind-blind their eyes. It is simple for someone of my powers.”

I shook my head, unconvinced. “No, I think we should hold off on giving away our position for now. Besides, they already know where our Territory is. There’s no point tipping our hand. When the time is right, that’s when we’ll strike. Anyway… if I had to guess, if the scouts are out again, that means another push is likely coming. It’s just the two of us, feeling brave?”

“Who do you think you are-are speaking to?” She puffed out her chest in pride. “Together, we can destroy any number of such foul-foul perverted beasts!”
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“And that’s twelve!” My spear slammed through the breastplate of the Orc in front of me, wind energy humming as it pierced metal and flesh alike. The Orc staggered and then disappeared, leaving me free to avoid the crude club the next was wielding. I lashed out, slicing off an arm, and as it reared back, bellowing in pain, I punched it in the face again and again until I felt the skull crack and the Orc vanished. “No, thirteen!”

“You are rather behind me master, I fear. I have-have passed thirty.” Shaeula crowed, her pinwheels adopting a series of figure-eights around her, hacking Orcs to pieces with ease. “It is a shame we had no-no stakes for this wager, I would like to add-add to the favour you owe me!”

Yeah, I forgot about that. I wonder what she is going to want… Putting that aside I hurled blades of wind at the remaining Orcs who were throwing rocks and other debris at us from the sides. They fell, cut to bloody ribbons, and as Shaeula swept the other flank the battle came to an end, the ether ours. It isn’t a huge amount, but it replaces a percent or so from what I spent, so that makes me feel better…

Looking at the dropped armour and weaponry there were only a few pieces, the gear of our foes definitely suffering. There was of course one… downside… to that, in that the Orcs’ lower bodies were only covered by cloth. It was enough to make me wince, so it must have been far worse for Shaeula. They need to die for soiling her eyes, if nothing else.

“Think that we were spotted by any ghosts?” I asked, and Shaeula shook her head.

“I did not-not see any nearby. I believe we simply intercepted a force on route to a staging point near our Territory. This should-should have relieved the pressure on our kin.”

“Yeah, but just how long can the candidate running this keep up the pointless losses? I mean, I’m grateful for the ether and experience, but if it was me, I’d have got frustrated and come up with another plan by now. They must be really hands-off.”

“Indeed-indeed. We should make haste and use our advantage before our foe-foe becomes desperate.”

Pushing forwards towards a pocket of high-rise hotels and shops that catered to tourists from poorer counties that had quite the chequered reputation with Tokyo residents, being well known as a hotbed of crime and … adult activities, we spotted another pack of a dozen Orcs coming our way. I barely had time to react before Shaeula sent out her wind-weasels, blasting through them, bodies tumbling, torn apart, to burst into glimmering silver rain.

Yeah, she really, really hates these Orcs…

Pressing onwards we collected out bounty, and then a pair of the giant beetles were next, lumbering down the highway to our left. They were a bit away from us, but we could handle them easily, with Shaeula’s ability…
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“Look out!” I said, slamming Shaeula to the ground, shielding her with my body. It had been pure chance I caught sight of the bolt of aetheric light flying our way, and without thinking I knocked her aside instinctively. The bolt shot through where she was standing moments ago, impacting the ground with the noise of a car crash, blowing a crater in the pavement, showering us with debris, the shockwave buffeting our hair and clothes.

Sniper Emplacement? Stronger than mine, for certain. Maybe Rank two or more?

Helping Shaeula to her feet, we darted for cover. No more bolts came, but we couldn’t be careless. We crept closer from another direction, darting around the back of various shops and offices to keep us out of line-of-sight. After some careful minutes of this, we ran into a defensive barrier, the force stopping us in our tracks. As the message scrolled silver across my vision warning me, and the slow trickling drain on my aether reserves started, more bolts of energy came darting at us. These were slower, but still hard to dodge, sending cracks through stone and iron of the buildings around us.

“Back into cover!” I ordered, and we retreated, the bolts of bright aether chasing us away.

“So, looks like we found it.” I remarked, eyeing the near-invisible barrier that was keeping us out. “And unlike ours, this Territory isn’t upgrading. And unlike Vegas, this person didn’t neglect their defences. This is going to be a problem…”

“They can not-not protect everywhere, can they?” Shaeula suggested. “We should explore the extent of this Territory and find areas where their defences fail them. That can then-then be our ingress.”

“Yeah. We might have to watch for the Sniper, but that’s our best bet. All right, keep your eyes open and if we see any opportunities to cause damage we’ll take it…”


Side Twenty-Eight – Mori Eri


Itried to stay strong as everyone had gathered around me as soon as homeroom ended. Aiko was there beside me, looking pretty mad, but before she could start shouting at our classmates I raised one hand. Of course, it was the one with my engagement ring on. My second ring anyway. The plain band with delicate engraving was nice, and I loved it because Akio bought it for me, but it wasn’t the one I truly loved, no, that one was safe at home. I will put it back on tonight, after school.

“All right, I can tell you want to ask me, so I don’t mind. Just… don’t all crowd me and talk at once, okay? You may not know it, but I’m bad with crowds, right?” I managed a slight smile, despite the knots in my stomach. I can handle this. Compared to fighting massive scorpions, this is nothing. I do wish Akio was here with me now though, or even Shaeula.

“Little Ri-Ri made a joke! The world is coming to an end!” Yae-san said, surprised. That reminded me, Aiko had brought their souvenirs, not that I felt they deserved any. Still, Akio always was kind, and since they spent some time with him, he’d grown attached to them a little. Annoying, but they aren’t a problem really. After all, I’m engaged to Akio, and they are nothing.

“I do have a sense of humour.” I muttered. “I just don’t waste it on people that don’t matter.”

“Ouch!” Yae-san reeled back, while Rika-san was laughing heartily. One of the guys in class… Was his name Tomo-san… Err Todo-san…? Never mind, I don’t need to know his name anyway… said “Wow, that’s a sick burn, Mori-chan. So, anyway, we are all dying to know.”

My face twitched as he called me Mori-chan. So annoyingly familiar. Aiko was right when she said most men are cockroaches. If only we had some pest control in here…

“Hey guys, guys. Come on, let the girl speak. And you, Tomoya-kun, back up, you are invading her space.” Aiko said fiercely, windmilling her arms to shoo them off.

Oh, Tomoya-san… I was close, I guess? “I don’t know what you want to know, but yes, Akio did buy me this ring, and yes, it is an engagement ring. So sorry, none of you boys have any business with me anymore. I’m taken.”

“Not that you had any before anyway. Everyone knew it would come to this.” Yae-san said, twirling her blonde hair idly with one finger as she looked pensive.

“Yeah, no question about it. Big bro and Eri are a fated couple.” Aiko nodded.

“It didn’t stop you trying your luck, did it?” I complained to Yae-san, who titled her head and giggled, trying to look contrite.

“Can’t blame a girl for trying, right?” she said.

“Well, we can, and we do.” Aiko answered for me. “But before I forget, here. For you. You too, Rika-san. My bro and Shaeula decided to get you gifts, though someone close to me felt it would be better if you disappeared from his mind entirely. Or maybe just spontaneously combusted.” She giggled as she handed each of them a small, wrapped package.

“Ooh, why do they get gifts?” one other girl in our class asked, she was a noisy one, terrible at anything but sports. I think she was on the volleyball team with Aiko, maybe?

“Yeah, if giving gifts is a thing, why didn’t we get any too? After all, we are your classmates as well.” a guy said, trying his luck. This one I did know, but he was trash, always talking vile things about women with his friend, so Aiko and I made great efforts to stay away from him.

“Seriously? You are asking me that, hentai king number one?” Aiko shot him a dark look. “You are lucky that he didn’t bring you back a gun and shoot you, since all the crap you spout has been polluting my poor ears all this time. Eri’s too. You think he wants his betrothed listening to that? As for the rest of you…” She shook her head. “Well, it just so happened we all ended up hanging out after the baseball, so I guess big bro thought we were good friends or something? You lot weren’t there, so nothing for you. Simple.”

“We are good friends though, aren’t we, Ai-chan? The big brother you love so much asked us to stay friends and look out for you, so you are stuck with us… oh my God… whoa so cute!” Yae-san opened her box to find a pretty set of gold earrings with ruby stones. Rika-san was equally impressed, a similar pair with emeralds was in her box.

“Oh come on, that’s not fair, they look really nice! Expensive too!” volleyball girl said, jealously. “I’m your friend aren’t I, Aiko-chan? You should have put in a good word for me too! I’d have hung out with your brother…”

Yeah, I don’t think so. You aren’t cute enough to even enter his sight.

“Sorry!” Aiko apologised, insincerely, I thought. “Maybe next time. Although I’m not sure when that’ll be…”

As the girls were trying on their new earrings, the second of the pervert boys piped up, asking a question I wasn’t looking forwards to. “So, hey, Mori-chan… why did you get engaged?” God, I hate his face, so gaunt and slimy. And the way he licks his lips when he talks to a girl. Ugh, he’ll never find love if he doesn’t sort himself out.

“… congratulations and all, but isn’t this a bit sudden? Plus you were abroad, weren’t you? I think it’s against school rules to have… that kind of adult relationship isn’t it? Your parents were here at school today, weren’t they, along with Oshiro-chan’s. And my elder sister works in the office, and she heard…”

I could feel my face cramping, and I was getting the urge to curl up into a ball and shut out all this… all this bother. Why can’t they just leave me alone and let me be happy? Aiko looked like she was about to explode, but that wouldn’t help. Was I ashamed or guilty for what I’ve done? No, never! And for him to insinuate I’ve done something wrong… I can’t let this pass. I promised to be braver.

“Adult relations? Why not say what you mean?” I snapped, standing up suddenly, surprising everyone. As my seat scraped back along the floor, I glared at him. “After all, like Aiko said, we have to listen to you talking about your dirty books and games all the time, you’ve used the word plenty! So say it, go on, I dare you!”

Around me the girls in class were smiling or looking at me in shock. The pervert was wilting under my gaze, but seeing support from his partner-in-crime, he swallowed and spoke cruelly. “All right then. You did it with Oshiro-san, didn’t you, Mori-chan? You had sex with him. I hear you might even be pregnant! That’s filthy, and totally against school rules!”

“Fuck you!” Aiko began to move towards him, ready to start a fight, but I stopped her with a gesture. If I back down here, then I’ll never change. I’m a woman now, not a girl. Besides, hearing Akio’s name come from his mouth makes me ill.

“See this, you dumb idiot? It’s. An. Engagement. Ring. Stupid.” I punctuated every word with withering contempt, using it to prop up my small reserves of courage. “How can it be wrong for someone engaged to sleep with their partner? With parental consent it’s totally within the rules. My only regret is I can’t wear my real engagement ring at school, I miss looking at it, having to make do with this plain one. And if I’m pregnant, so what? I’m engaged, get it? It’s not like I’m doing anything immoral. I wasn’t ever going to go to university anyway, so why worry about it? As soon as school is finished I’m moving to Tokyo, to be with Akio, and then we’ll be married. And lastly, why should I care what you think? I can’t even remember your name, and looking at you turns my stomach.”

Finishing my pointed rant I was breathless and dizzy, but it sure did feel good. I think I’ve grown up a bit. I think some of Shaeula and Aiko is rubbing off on me.

For a moment everyone was in silence, before laughing and cheers broke out, the girls clapping. As they praised me, the two perverts slinked back to their seats, mortified and humiliated, while the other boys were looking at me differently, not with the usual dark gazes of lust that I so hated, but perhaps… maybe even some respect?

“Shit, Mori-san, that was one hell of a smackdown there.” one of the other boys said. His name escaped me, if I even knew it, but I smiled politely and nodded. “It was pretty cool. I guess it changes a girl, getting… well, you know.” He blushed, and I thought it a little endearing, surprising myself.

“It does. It was a magical experience.” I couldn’t help but let out a damp sigh, face flushing. “But only if you love the other person, so don’t all be experimenting, okay.”

“Oh my God, who would have thought little Ri-Ri would be lecturing us about sex?” Rika-san giggled, her new earrings shining on her ears, throwing off sparkles of green. “Still, you look super cute right now, even more than usual. Makes me jealous. What about you Ai-chan?”

“Nah, I’m happy for my best friend and bro of course. Only downside was I was in the suite when it happened. And just listening to it scarred me for life. I might be ruined.”

“Aiko! You can’t say that!” Now I was flushing from embarrassment again, not arousal.

“Get a load of these pictures.” Aiko was saying, and everyone crowded around. “Although the ones of us in swimsuits are for my bro’s eyes only, alas. Vegas was something else…”

I somehow ended up swept along into the group, looking at pictures and talking until the teacher for our next class came in. Afterwards, I still felt uncomfortable, but it was… well, better. I had talked to a lot of people I wasn’t comfortable with, got angry with a boy, and more…

I can change. Aiko too. As the teacher started the lesson, which luckily was English, I let my mind drift, not needing to pay attention. My ring glittered in the sun, just like my future was glittering now. Closing my eyes, I began to practice pulling in ether and raising aether. That was a goal I could work towards, something tangible as proof of my growth…


Side Twenty-Nine – Izumi Kana


Ilooked at the empty chair a few spaces in front of me and held in a sigh. Not back yet, huh? I guess her dad is still…

Seeing my pensive gaze, my friend on the desk next to me, Asami-chan, spoke up. “Yeah, Kikuchi-san still isn’t back. Her father is still in that coma, ever since early summer break. Must be hard for her, since she doesn’t have a mother.”

I can’t say I ever liked Kikuchi-san much, despite her being from a true shrine, and it has nothing to do with that stupid faction crap my family cares so much about. She was always so… ugh… Kikuchi-san was one of those girls who was quiet and always had that annoying ‘I’m so troubled’ expression on her face. Really, she was the worst. Still… yeah, she doesn’t deserve that…

“It must be hard. I think her brother has come back from university to look after her and her shrine. You remember when he came to our school festival last year? He was …. unique, right?”

As Asami-chan giggled softly, I couldn’t help but agree. He was rocking the tortured artist look, all black clothes and hair done like a fool… he was really keen on chatting up younger girls too. Though I’ll give him credit, when I told him to get lost, he did… I always appreciated it when guys realised I was out of their league.

“He sure was. Still, they must be struggling to make ends meet. Having her dad in a coma for so long, the hospital bills are surely eating up what little money they had…” I could feel their pain, as the shrine of the Jade Sentinel Beetle Kami, Hisuikomushi, was even poorer than my own shrine. If such is even possible. They don’t even have our excess land, and the location…

Hisuikomushi shrine was in a rough area, catering to poor foreign tourists and, to put it bluntly, the adult trade. Some uncharitable rumours had gone around saying that Kikuchi-san’s mother might not be dead, but was … a lady of a certain profession, so was too ashamed to come home. Not that I had any part of such rumours. I hate such things.

Still, since this was a shrine-affiliated school, stupid though that was, the few girls from true lineages came together to quash such rumours. There were a dozen or so girls in the upper and lower years, and one of them led the student council, so… Shrine-affiliated schools, what a joke. All it means is that there are a few extra-curricular clubs, and some of the teachers had an awareness of our cultural significance. I’m not getting involved in any of that. My dream is to get out and get rich, and if I can bag a handsome husband along the way, so much the better…

I was about to say something when the glare from our homeroom teacher cut me short. It was time for class to start… I wish I was born to a noble family. Unlike our crappy makeshift schools, where ninety percent of the students are just ordinary, if I was a noble, I could go to their school for girls, where all the beautiful and rich people go. I’d even have attendants and bodyguards. Still, it can’t be all sunshine and rainbows… I could dream, but I liked to think I was a realist. Those girls surely had their problems too… paying attention to the teacher I held down a sigh. If only my parents sold the shrine. Akio-kun has the money, and he wants the land… Idly twirling my hair with one hand while I took notes with my other, I tried to put the thought out of my mind…
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“So, I’ve been dying to ask, but… what’s with the hairclip? It’s new right?” Mio-chan, my other best friend asked and beside her Asami-san nodded. As I took out my bento box, seeing that inside was some of my mom’s homecooked food, I tried to hold back a smile and failed.

“It looks very expensive. Did a man give that to you? You don’t normally accept gifts.” Mio-chan continued.

“Of course. Why wouldn’t hot guys with money and good taste get me presents?” I said proudly.

“Oh, so he’s hot too, and has money. So are you going out? You must be, if he’s giving you expensive presents. That’s platinum, right? And those gems look real. You’ve kept this quiet, I’m hurt, Kana-chan.” Asami-chan chimed in too. My friends were also cute, I had to admit, and we’d all had our fair share of boy trouble. Me most of all of course, I’m the most gorgeous girl for miles around. Well… I can allow that Shaeula matches me, but should she even count? Competing against spiritual beings is a fool’s game, so no, definitely doesn’t count…

“Going out? You know you two would be the first to know.” I said, elegantly eating my lunch. Around us several other girls were listening in, eager for any gossip about me. It’s hard being beautiful. It just makes these bitches jealous. Still, even though some of them mock me for being poor, I bet none of them have received as expensive a gift. This should shut them up for a while at least… “No, big bro isn’t my boyfriend, he was just on a trip abroad, and says when he saw it he thought of me.” That’s not entirely a lie, as he did say that since I was a shrine maiden… wait, big bro?

I held in a wince as I had slipped, not paying attention. My friends didn’t fail to pick up on that.

“Big bro?” Mio-chan snickered. “That’s cute as always, Kana-chan. So, he’s an older guy, eh? Hopefully he isn’t all pretentious like Kikuchi-san’s brother. Is he at university too?”

“Yeah, I’m curious Kana-chan, spill, spill! Your standards are high, so I’m really wondering what he looks like. He’s obviously got plenty of money, if that’s just a holiday gift for someone who isn’t even his girlfriend…”

You don’t know the half of it. He’s spending hundreds of millions on our crappy shrine, I wish he could spend it on me… not that I’ve any interest in being his girlfriend, not really… Of course, I’m jealous of the girls that went to Las Vegas. That’s the lifestyle I should have! Plus it’d be great to rub my classmates’ faces in it, since their bragging would look pathetic in comparison. That’s definitely the only reason…

“She’s thinking really hard about it, Mio-chan.” Asami-chan smirked.

“Yeah, very suspicious.” Mio-chan agreed. I could hear some of the other gossip-loving girls in class making noises of amusement. That’s irritating. I’m the queen of this class, I can’t let my position be undermined. Still, it’s a sign of status, attracting decent men. Time to brag a little, even if it’s unwarranted. It isn’t like Akio-kun would find out what I say about him, there aren’t any other shrine maidens in my class, now that Kikuchi-san isn’t here…

“Don’t be like that.” I grinned. “We aren’t going out, not yet. Of course he’s interested in me though, who wouldn’t be? But I’m no easy girl. Besides, it’d be rude not to take such a wonderful gift, wouldn’t it? He’s actually quite interesting.” If only you girls knew the half of it. I touched my hairpin lovingly.

Flipping open my phone I searched for some pictures that were safe to show my friends and curious classmates. That Shaeula, for a spiritual being she’s taken to technology just fine… she sends endless texts and pictures. It’s cute, but somehow annoying…

“Take a look.” I opened up a picture of the plush suite they were staying in. He was next to a girl in the picture, but…

“Hey, is that him? He’s hot. Pretty rugged. You never did like the pretentious intellectual types, did you? But…” Mio-chan said, and Asami-chan took over.

“Who is the girl next to him? She’s really pretty. Hang on… they do look similar… is it…?”

“Yeah, that’s his sister. He was working, he’s a graduate, but he still found time to take his sister along. Look at the suite they are staying in…” I found some more pictures where Shaeula and the other girl… Mori-san, was it…? … weren’t in shot, such as various panoramic views, as well as some other photos of the drop-dead gorgeous suite.

Everyone was very impressed, and it further added to my reputation that a guy of looks and taste was giving me gifts. I didn’t think he was particularly into me or anything, especially since it seemed in the photographs there was something going on between him and that Mori girl, but he still checked me out when I made sure to give him a glimpse of cleavage or legs, just like every guy, and he seemed to get a kick out of me calling him big bro… I didn’t think I’d get such a wonderful gift for my efforts, but it’s probably the Heavens compensating me for the crap I have to go through every day.

“Oh look, she’s grinning.” Mio-chan laughed. “She’s definitely thinking about him!”

“Oh, come on, friends shouldn’t bully each other.” I said, tossing my head adorably, bringing out more merriment from those around. The rest of lunch was spent talking playfully about romance and what foreign trips we would like, and I basked in the respect of my classmates, not that any of them were of any use other than Mio-chan and Asami-chan…
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The school bell rang for the final time, signifying the end of classes. Hiding a yawn behind my hand I started packing away all my books and stationary. Mio-chan and Asami-chan came over, asking if I was free to hit a café.

“After all, we don’t have a hot, rich guy after us, do we? We need to put ourselves out there.” Asami-san said slyly.

“Ugh, I’ll pass on that.” Mio-chan shuddered theatrically. “Boys that hit on girls when they are out and about suck.”

Well, the shrine will be full of construction and noise right now, so… yeah, why not. My father and grandfather might complain, but it isn’t exactly like I’m useful back at the shrine, the training hasn’t started yet, and if they need shrine maidens, Keomi-chan and the sisters can handle it…

“Sure, I'm in. I could use a break. Besides, it’d be a sin not to show off such a cute accessory, right?” I smiled winsomely, and I could hear a sigh coming from a girl at the desk behind me. Yeah, I know I’m hot, but I’m not into other girls, tough luck.

“Yeah, and we’d just love to hear more about your new ‘big bro’!” Asami-chan teased gently.

“All right, I’ll spill, promise, but you’re buying the parfait!”

Yeah, I don’t know what training plan Shaeula and Akio-kun are planning, but hopefully it won’t eat up all my free time. I should make the most of things for now, just in case…


Side Thirty – The Widow Of Nails


“This is unacceptable!” Kondou-dono snarled, face white with anger. He swept his arm out, striking his porcelain mug off the table to shatter on the floor, the hot tea within splashing over Kiku and seeping into her threadbare kimono, burning the flesh beneath.

As she bowed, trying to assuage his anger, she thought that it was a bitter irony that most of the feelings she could once more experience were painful ones. Pain is all Kondou-dono can gift us with…

“Why can’t you do anything right, you useless bitch?” he was ranting, his fist striking the table and denting it in, the expensive wood splintering. “The amount of resources we are wasting on this war, only to lose again and again…” He kicked out, and the table struck her as she was bowing low, near-kneeling on the floor. “… now the rats are at my own borders.”

Feeling sluggish black blood tricking from her mouth, she touched the floor with her forehead, hoping to calm him and escape his retribution. “I understand, Kondou-dono. However, without leadership, the … these Orcs…” Filthy beasts, even mindless they disgust me. Oh, my lot in life as a woman is to suffer… “… they cannot compete with the enemy. They have some powerful warriors, perhaps even another one such as yourself, my master. If only you would take the field personally, then…”

His eyes were as hard as her nails, and she realised she had made a mistake. Suddenly pain was roaring through her, her mind reeling, thoughts scattering away like spiders into the darkness when a lamp was lit. She gagged, a mixture of bile and blood rising. “Master… Kondou-dono… please…” She reached out a pale hand towards his boot, only for him to stamp on her, and she felt bones grind under his tender care…

“You do not order me, woman. You belong to me, you obey me!” he snarled, crushing her underfoot, while pain boiled through her. “I am the only God you shall need, the only master you’ll serve. And I’ll go into battle when I am damn well ready, and not before.”

His rage exhausting itself, he looked down on Kiku as she thrashed around. Gradually the pain started diminishing, leaving her limp and trembling.

“If our forces need direction, you can command them in person.” he snapped out harsh orders. “After all, your minions are proving a disappointment. How can ghosts who can hardly be hurt be so… so… pathetic? If you need further strength, we could always use those two that we bound… that would bolster our offensive power.”

For someone with such a gift of pain, you are quite the coward, Kondou-dono. My husband was no coward, though he was quite the savage. She was rubbing her golden band, her thoughts foggy. He is eager to bully the weak, but if he was to come up against a rival who could match him… Gritting her teeth, tasting bitter metal, she proffered a warning… “I understand, master, I do. But if we were to lose the bound ones, our strength would be much diminished and…”

“You think I don’t know that?” Pain knifed through her again, though mercifully brief. “Still, we can’t have intruders running around my domain. They probably cannot breach our defences, but should they do so… no, you handle it. I will not allow any excuses or failures.”

“I understand, Kondou-dono.” Kiku gasped. “I shall attend to it at my own discretion…” If he does not allow that, then I shall be forced to use my…

“See that you do. I want those rats dead, and their domain under my control. Our other avenues of growth have been choked off by this wastefulness.” He cut her off, and she hid an expression of relief, her hand still fondling her ring.

“I shall make sure of their defeat.” Kiku promised.

“Good. But before you go, clean up the back room. You can use her, if you want.”

As her master left, Kiku rose to her feet, the phantom pain still lingering. Knowing what she would find in the playroom, she entered, only to be surprised, as the girl was still alive, groaning pitifully. Poor woman, another victim of the crass violence and lusts of base men…

The blood-soaked woman looked up at her, the one eye remaining open wide and staring. She let out a pitiful cry for help, though her shattered jaw strangled the words, rendering them unintelligible. One of her arms was broken too, bent at a cruel angle, but with the other she scrabbled desperately across the floor, trying to reach anyone that would help her, or grant her peace.

Oh sad little girl. She is too far gone, too gravely hurt. Her hand clutched a nail as she moved closer. “Poor child, stay silent now. I shall help you.”

At those words the girl relaxed, going limp, moans seeping from her ruined mouth. Kiku stood over her, and the nail drove down, piercing flesh and bone, stilling her movement forever. Casting her sight to the Boundary she could see another confused ghost there, awaiting her instructions. Once given, she returned her attention back to the corpse, preparing herself to consume the bitter, brutalised flesh with her mouth of nails.

This one is… As she looked at the body she noticed it was not the usual type of victim, the poor, lonely travellers to this land that her lord catered to. No, this one was a native. Nobody of importance, probably, judging by the torn clothes lying around. A pleasure girl. One who suffers the touch of men for money. Though that perhaps is no crueller than the touch of love. The band on her finger was digging into her pale skin, a thin trickle of dark blood dropping to the floor.

“Still…” she spoke, the words painfully loud in the poignant silence of the playroom. “… Kondou-dono grows ever more arrogant and sure of his might, yet he still will not face our enemies. Disappointing…” The gangmasters of Edo who ran the brothels and slums would no doubt be wroth. Harlots and geisha were as numerous as grains of sand, yet they did not let it pass when anything of theirs was taken, for reputation was their currency as much as silver or gold.

If only Kondou-dono had not come before her, but some other… She had been dwelling in the graveyard, lovingly tending her husband's grave, making sure none of the other spirits or creatures of the dark could get at it, or his remains, which were hers and hers alone, but one day she felt a strange flow of power in that place. Then Kondou-dono came, and she tried to defend what was hers, with her nails that repelled all who would hurt her and could enslave those of a weaker will, yet…

Even meeting his gaze can give great pain. My very soul burned that day. Kiku had expected oblivion, but he had spared her, on the condition she would be his slave. I considered the final death, for what is left for me, other than tending to the grave, keeping the ash and bones… but my anger, my bitterness, it would not let me pass on…

Whatever sorceries Kondou-dono had inherited, he could bind her, and disobeying his orders was impossible, yet… as long as I can interpret it, I can maintain my own will…

Now, only one thing was certain, she would have to defeat the invaders. With that in mind, she finished her grizzly feast, the rotten taste of flesh filling her mouth and nose. With that done she returned to the Boundary, her daughters flitting about her, insubstantial and wispy. I must do what I can, as Kondou-dono has ordered. Until his cruel deeds catch up with him, or he meets an enemy he cannot defeat… until then I am his slave, and the grave of my husband goes untended. In the Boundary her form had shifted, less human and more baleful, her hair streaming behind her, metallic and grey, her hands cruelly twisted amalgams of flesh and iron, her true nails scraping against the worn and scarred ring of gold she wore on her finger.

“Time… to… feast.” She grated, her mouth full of long, gore-slicked nails, grinning like a shark, her black eyes lifeless and full of dark emotions, hunger, revenge and sorrow…
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“Die!” Kiku hissed, her hands knotted into claws. Rusted nails, tipped with dark liquid, appeared in the air in a spread in front of her, dozens of the dark metal spikes obeying her will. Around her, the beasts she was forced to command were surging out to attack, yet the two intruders were proving more than their match.

Poor girl, so pretty, so young, so innocent. Yet soon enough you will know the cruel hands of men, what they want, what they are capable of when the candles are snuffed out and darkness creeps in… It would be a mercy to kill her now, indeed, before she suffered. Such a noble girl, wearing a yukata with practiced grace, her long amber-blonde hair trailing behind her refined, patrician features. As for the man…

Nails hissed through the air, passing through the defensive barrier that protected the lands her master had claimed. The girl opened her amber eyes wide in surprise before gesturing and a gust of wind spread from her, smelling of the woods and water and stranger, fey things, that brought back memories of when Kiku walked the Material, so long ago.

Not enough, not nearly enough. Some of her projectiles were deflected by the gale, but more passed straight through, aimed at her face and body, like knives seeking her life. Soon you shall be one of my daughters, and all the pain you will have to face shall never come to you…

“Look out!” The man shouted, leaping in front of her, spinning his spear. Nails clattered against the blade, scoring it, and several hit him, the sound of breaking metal ringing out.

“Master, are you unharmed?” the girl cried, and he nodded.

“Yeah, my armour held as I reinforced it with aether at the last second. Bloody hurt though, like wearing a bulletproof vest and getting shot.”

Kiku gaped in surprise. The man would take a hit for his woman, his servant? Her metal teeth gnashed as she started biting on her fingers, teeth digging into her ring. This was not right. No, this is not right at all. Orcs were falling, most of them diced apart by wind and some strange whirling contraptions of wire and blades the girl was wielding. One staggered back towards her, both arms missing, falling in front of her. She looked down, and then a nail appeared, thrusting into its skull.

Useless, useless, useless.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw a prismatic light, then a vicious bolt of energy flew from the heart of Kondou-dono’s demesne. Her enemies dodged, and the bolt carried on, to explode violently behind them. She clicked her teeth, enraged. If her master had entrusted her with the ability to command his defences she would be able to oppress the intruders, but he was too controlling, too dismissive of women. I only oversee the transfer of resources from the lands of the nailed ones I have enslaved. I do not want to bring them to the battle, but if I cannot win here without them…

Her thoughts were interrupted as the barrier shuddered, shrinking inwards under a great blast of wind. The positioning of the defences had left large gaps, only the strongest one able to range over the entire Territory.

Howling, she called upon her gifts and metal nails, each as long and thick as a spear, tore free from the ground under her foes. Somehow they managed to avoid the piercing spikes, and in return came great gouts of yellow fire, causing her to flinch back, afraid. That could hurt me… I remember when my husband held the flame to my… ugh, no, not now, not again… Her metal teeth bit to her fingerbone, the cool of gold in her mouth driving away the fog. There was nothing to fear now, anyway. I am no longer that meek woman…

The flame had burst against the barrier, weakening it still further, but unable to break it down. As droplets of molten energy rained to the ground she cast out more nails like bullets, and called forth more spikes from the ground and surrounding buildings.

“She is most-most powerful indeed.” The girl complained, her metal wires shimmering with energies as they sheared through the spikes that burst at her. “She could-could grace the dark court of the Unseelie, she resembles the banshee my sister told me tales of as a child to scare-scare me, though she feels even fouler than that-that.”

Me? Foul? Insolent child, you shall have long to repent spurning my embrace… Kiku hurled handfuls of nails one after another, demolishing the surrounding terrain. Bright flame and wind exploded, a mushroom-cloud of force and debris rippling out, shivering the barrier once more. When it died down the intruders were gone, leaving behind a battlefield studded with spikes.

“So, they fled… but I did not kill them. I cannot return yet, not since Kondou-dono gave his foolish command.” The beasts were useless. The beetles… there were reserves that could be tapped, though they were to be used for future expansion, as they were harder to replace…

Perhaps I will have to use… that… after all… but the risk… It was powerful, to be sure, but if it was to fall, their power would be diminished. No, not our power, his power. The other alternative was chasing them outside the barrier and hunting them down, but that… remembering the fire, she quivered, nails scratching her ring.

No, not yet. The pair will have to return soon, lest we attack them once more. And when they do… this time they shall not escape…


One Hundred And Twenty-Seven


As the explosion of verdant energies died away, the air swirling around us, volleys of metal darts began flying at us again, forcing us to take cover. As we retreated I had a sudden bad feeling, so grabbing Shaeula I leapt, and the ground erupted into sharp cones of bloody metal, the steel thorns chasing us into the sky. My own energies replied, and as threads of razor sharp wind slashed through the attacking spines, severing them, we landed safely on top of a nearby one-story building.

“She’s back again.” I muttered, putting Shaeula down. As she tugged at her yukata, straightening it carefully and adjusting her sash, she nodded.

“Indeed, she is quite-quite the tenacious female. I can not-not say I approve.” Shaeula retaliated with some blades of wind, but the hostile defensive barrier easily shrugged them off once more.

“Yeah, having ranged attackers within the barrier is cheating.” We had spent hours racing around the boundary encompassed by the defences of my rival candidate, and had established quite a lot of useful information. Dropping down behind the building we scampered away to a patch of bare earth, in which I began drawing a crude map with my spear.

“The area the enemy controls is roughly circular, though there are some jutting parts sticking out. It seems to be an area of a bit under eight hundred metres in radius, so nearly the full extent of a Rank two Territory. The barrier feels about as solid as ours was, or the one in Vegas.”

I had no way of being sure that every Territory followed the same rules, though there seemed to be a lot of similarities. This definitely felt like a Rank 2 one for sure…

Up overhead a ghostly woman was drifting, keeping an eye on us, and Shaeula clicked her tongue in annoyance. “I believe I can snipe-snipe her.” Shaeula told me, not for the first time. “If I wrap my flames in wind and launch it, I believe it would reach.”

“Yeah, I know. You are really starting to grasp the fire and wind combination attacks. Still, I don’t think we should tip our hand just to eliminate a few scouts. That would just waste our advantage. No, when the time is right, then we’ll blind them and make our move.” In the same way, I had rejected the idea to use the combo attack we had done to breach the barrier in Las Vegas. Foehn, boosted by her wind and the pink jade bells, was certainly a powerful attack, and as it could cling to anything, even intangible barriers, it was able to deal damage over time in addition to the first strike, so it chewed through defences extremely efficiently. But if we do that, then they might come up with a way to counter it, and breaking the barrier now is premature. No, best to finish our scouting. Besides… The wraith woman who was constantly trying to impale us on dirty metal spikes was a real threat. I felt Grulgor-level power from her, so if I was going to use Foehn, the Inextinguishable Blaze might best be served sending her to her rest, down in Yomi-no-kuni.

“I understand, I do.” Shaeula was pouting. “But I dislike being so-so oppressed by her. My pride demands we strike back.”

“And we will. But not right now.” I continued to draw, mapping out a picture of the area based on what we had covered. It was like a pie chart, we’d explored around seventy percent of the circumference of the barrier. Sketching on some marks to symbolise Defensive Emplacements, I drew out arcs of fire from what we had experienced. “There is at least one, maybe two at most, of the Sniper type. They can fire over pretty much the whole area so far. We’ve had a few close calls. In addition, there are others, shorter-ranged, less powerful ones. The numbers are unknown, but their firing arcs are here and… here.” With cones dug in the dirt, we could see the best approaches. There were whole stretches of blind spots in the lesser defences, but what was interesting was…

“As we approached the northern end, we were forced-forced to retreat.” Shaeula observed, using wind to draw her own jagged line on my map, demarcating the border where incoming fire was fiercest. “The spectral female became angry when we moved this way too-too.”

At that point Orcs had flooded out as well to drive us off, and we had slaughtered many during our retreat. I had even gained a Level-up out of it, which left me in a good mood. Though thanks to that we noticed her flaws… she may be strong, but she’s no tactician.

“Yes, I agree with you indeed-indeed, my master.” Shaeula nodded, once more having guessed my thoughts. Is it me, or is that happening more lately? She definitely seems to get me…

“She is a failure as a strategist.” Shaeula continued. “My brothers would never-never have made such a blunder. She is screaming to all who would listen that-that there is something that must be protected to the north.”

“Yeah, and we need to know what it is.” I agreed. “We need to finish mapping their defences too, then we can return to Shirohebizumi shrine and plan our true offensive. She’s strong, all right, but if the boss doesn’t show themselves, I think we can win.”

“Yes, then we can call upon that brute-brute Grulgor and his Trolls. With their aid we should be able to destroy the barrier and rampage within.”

“Yep, that’s the plan.” I patted her head cheerfully, keeping half an eye on the scouts above. “Anyway, shall we go?”

At her nod we withdrew, moving away from the Territory, but still to the north. After a while we doubled back, trying to come around from a different direction. The streets here were reminiscent of a red-light district or pleasure quarter, not that I frequented such, of course, the houses and shops blurred and indistinct, and between them were strung long ropes under which dangled many paper lanterns, burning red, purple and other exotic hues. As we approached, I was getting a strange feeling. It was as if… something bad was going to happen, something yet distant, but coming closer with every moment. It’s hard to describe. An itch… an irritation? I just know something distant is going to go wrong, and every step we take this way brings it closer…

Several jade and gold pillars were rising in the distance, and with my excellent eyesight I could make out carvings of beetles and other similar insects on them, as well as shimenawa ropes of great width. It must be a shrine. I didn’t know there was one here, though I guess smaller shrines are everywhere, and I never really came to this tourist area, it had an … unsavoury… reputation locally.

As we approached, Shaeula was looking around with her glowing eyes. “I can feel-feel the presence of some spirit, much like that of Shirohebizumi shrine. I believe one of your Kami may be here, though it is odd. I can see a strange flow of energy… one I can not-not describe…”

“I see. That complicates things.” As we closed in, a series of explosions started rocking the houses and shops in front of us, the lanterns breaking free from their hangings and plummeting to the ground like dying stars. Chunks of rock and stone were flying around like shrapnel, so we both called wind up to shield us, the green energies mixing in with the raucous lighting of this place.

“Guess we ran into those defences again.” I said, adding the details to my mental map of the area. Running further around we could see glowing bolts of aetheric light sparking towards us from several angles.

“They have invested rather-rather heavily in defence. Unlike you, Akio. Perhaps this is a lesson for us?” Shaeula grumbled.

“Yeah it’s on the to-do list, once our Anchor has upgraded. Anyway, less talking, more running!” I shot back.

We continued to evade, but as expected our foe was back, and waves of metal projectiles were raining down around us. I deflected what I could with wind and my spear, relying on my armour, strengthened with some of my aether, to defend against the rest. Several impacts stung me, but my armour held.

“You know…” I said, watching Shaeula running beside me, using me as cover. “… it’s at times like this I envy you being so small.”

At her flat look I leaked out a laugh. We had run clear of the first wave of Emplacements, but now bolts were coming from in front of us, punching fist-sized holes in the ground and any buildings that were hit by stray blasts. A tidal-wave of metal spikes was rising ahead of us, so I charged through a wall after strengthening myself with aether, Shaeula following after, as the metal river slammed down behind us.

“This way…” I said, leaping through a window, shattered glass raining down before vanishing.

Multiple of the ghostly women were overhead now, covering a wide area. One spotted us and let out a near-inaudible hiss, attracting attention, and soon we were harassed by a mob of Orcs which were flowing from their Territory. I would like to kill them for ether, but…

We continued to evade, only to run into yet another problem. As we cut back towards the enemy Territory another force was blocking our way, though this one… Good job Eri isn’t here to see this, she’s not a fan of beetles and other bugs, though my sis doesn't hate them…

Several dozen of what I could only describe as… well, bug-people… were grouped up across a defensive line, barring our path. They were upright beetles with bright green and copper carapaces, with multiple arms, some holding weapons, others tipped with cruel claws. And in their eyes… unlike the Orcs I can see the gleam of intelligence…

Shaeula spat, her face filled with revulsion. “So disgusting. Such abominations have no-no right to stand before a noble princess such-such as myself.” Shaeula gestured and wind danced out, dirt and debris following in the wake of her sharp attacks. The front row of bugs was struck, but the expected scene of severed body parts and mangled corpses did not materialise, instead the insects only suffered minor scratches, jade energies glittering from their shells.

“It’s like the big beetles.” I began. “They too must have… oh shit…” I was interrupted by a vast volley of attacks, rains of green bullets of air, olivine blades of slicing wind, and emerald hammers of pressure.

I unleashed fire, and Shaeula followed suit, yellow energies clashing with green, the resulting explosion thunderous and painful. In the end, our flames won out, and we were able to retreat, only to be barraged by more flying nails from a distance. Blood was running down my cheek from where I had been lucky not to lose an eye, and Shaeula staggered, almost falling, as one had drilled clean through her ankle before coming out bloody the other side. As she stumbled, I stowed my spear and grabbed her in a princess carry, using aether to strengthen myself once more.

“Hang on tight, we are retreating. Otherwise I think we are in trouble…”

Orcs were mounting the buildings around us, crossbows releasing a rain of sharp quarrels down at us, and I was struck by several, my armour barely holding. Whips and blades of wind were falling around us, and even the Territory defences were joining in, bolts of light narrowly missing us.

“A perfectly executed ambush. Seems she's a better tactician than we gave her credit for…” I muttered, as we ran deeper into unknown lands, desperate to escape…
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Putting Shaeula down gently, I then collapsed to my knees, spent. I had finally managed to shake our pursuers, though some of that was by luring them into areas where other beings held control. Yeah, seeing a dozen Orcs simply … consumed… by some massive toothy octopus-type thing was not high on my wish list to experience…

She was looking flushed, and her leg was slick with blood. “Does it hurt? Sorry, let me take a look.” I reached over and pulled up her yukata, getting a yelp in response.

“No time for modesty, you’re hurt.” I chided, gently feeling around the wound. Luckily the nail had missed bone, going straight through her flesh, but it was ugly, skin and muscle caved in and clotted with blood. How the tables have turned. It reminds me a little of Inuyama…

Ripping the sleeves off my shirt, I used them to wipe away the filth, before shredding the rest of my upper clothing to make bandages. I worked as gently as I could, but even so, she was still in pain, flinching at my touch. I used Ether Healing to trickle in energy, accelerating the recovery of her wound, and while I felt resistance doing this, the makeup of her body strange, the angry inflammation around the edges of the hole diminished, and she started breathing easier.

“My thanks, Akio. I was careless. That female, I shall make-make her pay in kind for this grave-grave insult.”

“Yeah. I didn’t expect her to have a hidden army. Those beetles are dangerous. Individually they aren’t a patch on your Kamaitachi, but in a big group… yeah, any assault we make is going to have to consist of our elites only. Otherwise we’ll just be getting them killed for no gain.”

“However…” Shaeula forced a grin, despite the still lingering pain she felt. “… we have achieved our objective, have we not-not?”

I nodded. “That we did. There are a few blanks in the map of their defences we are missing, but in general we have avenues to attack, as well as discovering one of their weaknesses. The shrine. If we can take that…”

“… then they will likely lose-lose the siege beetles and those hideous beetle-men.” she finished for me.

“Good girl.” I patted her head gently. “All right then, get on.” I tapped my back, and she looked at me, confused.

“You can’t walk back, can you? So it’s a piggyback ride all the way to our Territory. Come on, don’t be shy.”

She looked away for a moment, before nodding and holding out her arms. I let loose a chuckle, before picking her up and setting her on my back. As she snaked her arms around me, I could feel her amber hair tickling me, her breath hot on my face. I still don’t know why we breathe here. One day I’d like to find out if we even need to, but I guess old habits die hard, maybe?

“Master, are we going?” she asked, and I realised I had been lost in thought over stupid things again.

“We sure are, so hold on tight.” My own hands were under her thighs, and I realised it was rather immodest, but… What can I do? It’s my fault she got injured, I should have protected her better…

“All right then, off we go!”


One Hundred And Twenty-Eight


After seeing Shaeula safely back to our Territory via a very circuitous route, I left her in the care of her weaselkin and returned to the Material plane. My body was stiff and aching from my long slumber, and looking at the clock beside my bed it was after six in the evening. That reminds me…

I reached for my phone, opening it up, to find quite a few messages from Karen-chan. The general gist of them was asking where the hell I was, but that she had made it up to Shirohebizumi shrine and taken charge of the work, as I had requested. Well, that’s one problem solved at least…

Now I had something more important to focus on. Going over to where Shaeula’s Material form was lying motionless in her futon, I pulled up the blanket, suddenly letting out a hiss of displeasure at the scene revealed. The cloth below was soaked with blood. Pulling up the hem of her yukata I could see a mirror to the wound she suffered in the Boundary, her flesh torn.

Sure, it isn’t as bad, but it’s still ugly… The flesh was ripped and ragged, covered in scabbed blood and half-healed flesh where my Ether Healing had trickled down to her. Getting some water I gently washed away the muck, tenderly cleaning the injury. Once her pale flesh was revealed, I started using my ability again, aether seeping into her body, the hot red swelling of torn flesh diminishing, the edges starting to heal, nearly imperceptibly, but still visible to the naked eye.

I continued this for several hours, and while I was doing this I also spent the time productively. I did a bit of online gambling for the first time in a while, making a decent profit, and then I made a call to Eri, surprising her. Got to prove I’m a changed man, after all.

She was shocked and delighted to hear from me, and we made some happy small-talk for a while. I was pleased to hear she was making more of an effort to fit in with others at school, and she grilled me over how things were going here. When I told her Shaeula was injured she actually got angry at me, saying I should have protected her better, and since I couldn’t disagree, I apologised. She made me promise to take Shaeula out somewhere nice when our troubles were concluded again. We finished the call by looking forward to the weekend, when I would be meeting her again, along with our parents. To discuss… the upcoming wedding, I guessed. Well, that’s my future decided, but it's a complaint many guys would be glad to make…

I had pretty much exhausted my aether, as working in the Material was tough, but the leg wound definitely looked less angry, the edges healing nicely, new pink flesh forming. What was even better though was the reward my efforts had gained.

Your Skill, Ether Healing has advanced from Rank 1 to Rank 2. You can more effectively heal your own injuries and those of others, repairing damage to subtle bodies. Your subtle bodies will draw in an increased rate of Ether from their surroundings and automatically repair themselves. You also have a minor resistance to harmful substances and foreign matter.


When comparing the difference between Shaeula’s Boundary and Material forms, I had gained a greater understanding of the intricacies of each, and when also compared to healing myself, I had suddenly found it significantly easier. I wouldn’t be surprised if I had another breakthrough soon too, I’m just missing that last spark of insight to push me further…

As I contemplated this my phone lit up again, with another message from Karen-chan. This time I replied, and a few moments later there was a response, asking if I was up for a drink. Smiling to myself, glad she was doing better, I took a six-pack from the fridge and headed over. Can’t have her coming here. Explaining the seemingly dead Shaeula, with a bloody wound in her leg… nah, can’t do it, she’ll call the police for sure…

Karen-chan opened the door, dressed in casual clothes, but at least this time she looked clean and well groomed. If still a little pale. Guess she was pretty hungover after last night. On seeing me she raised one eyebrow quizzically, before gesturing for me to come in.

“The place is a lot cleaner than last night.” She snorted, taking a seat at her low table. “I appreciate you picking up after me. I’m not sure your fiancée would approve of you tidying another woman’s underwear away though.” she teased me, reaching out a hand.

“Yeah, maybe not, but it was an emergency. So, anyway… how was it?”

She took one of the cold beers from me, cracked the ring pull and took a deep sip, sighing contentedly. Once she gathered her thoughts, she spoke. “It wasn’t too bad, though I was hungover like you wouldn’t believe… err, not that I should be telling my boss that, right?”

“I think I knew that.” I chuckled wryly. “I was the one with your vomit splattered all over me, wasn’t I?”

“Oh Gods, forget that, please.” She hung her head, ashamed. Still, after some more beer she recovered her poise. “Anyway, yeah… the shrine. It’s all very mysterious, but I didn’t have any trouble when I said you sent me. The lady of the shrine even made me tea and snacks. They were good too.” She paused, realising she was rambling. “Though I guess you don’t want to hear about that, right? The fibre is laid in for internet access for the buildings and shrine. When I checked the bill for a one-day expedited service I nearly choked on my tea… but it works. Water, electricity, gas… all connected. Initial work has been done on the walls and roof, paintwork too. I think it’ll need further work tomorrow, but it’ll be liveable by the weekend.”

Glad I won that money then, it’ll cover some of the bills… well, a tiny bit anyway. “That reminds me, you’ll need equipment for your office. A computer goes without saying, but you’ll need a desk, chair and all sorts of other stuff. You can have it set up however you’d like, I’ll transfer the funds to you, and you can get them delivered. Just keep the receipts, okay?”

“So generous.” she snickered. “I’ll be sure to get a really expensive chair, not like the cheap crap I had to sit in back at my old place. Us older women do suffer with our backs, you know.”

“Get one as expensive as you need. You’ll be sitting in it plenty after all. But older… hardly. You are in the flower of your youth…”

“If your fiancée could hear you flattering another woman, you’d be in trouble…”

We laughed and drank for an hour or so, before I quietly excused myself. I had transferred over some funds, and she could text me if she needed more. The work on digging the basement and laying the foundations for our training hall had begun as well, but even at a premium for speed, it was going to take a while.

I had recovered enough aether to enter the Boundary after using it up with Ether Healing, so it was time for the next stage of our plans. Entering once back at my apartment, I was greeted by Shaeula, who was still limping, supported by one of her weaselkin. Seeing my gaze going to her ankle, she shrugged.

“It is not-not so bad. I recover quickly now, being so much stronger than a mere month ago. And you have been Healing me, have you not-not? I could feel your warmth. It resonated with my lunar Chakra, it was quite-quite the sensation.” She grinned. “I trust you did nothing… untoward… with my sleeping Material form? I am so very beautiful the temptation must-must have been immense?”

Ignoring the snickers of the weaselkin I picked up Shaeula and placed her on my back again. “I somehow managed to hold myself back.” I replied wryly. “Anyway, you should have waited for me, you are still hurt.”

I carried her up to the shrine, letting her down gently when there. She still winced when weight was put on her injured side, but she was able to walk unaided. Taking her on a combat mission would be foolish though until she is fully healed. That gives me time for the next step anyway…

There was another pile of looted gear, as well as ores from the Kobold mine, and any metals salvaged from the rubble that now littered my Territory. Strangely enough though, the destroyed buildings were starting to reform, returning to what they were before the attack. Just another strange facet of the Boundary, I guess… though some changes seem to remain permanent, others revert quickly… there must be a reason for the difference, and if I could work it out I could use it to my benefit…

Of course, that was for later. First it was time to gear up. As the Trolls came back one by one, sent by Grulgor, I created heavy armour for them. It wasn’t quite as potent as Grulgor’s, but was still thick steel plates, angled so as to deflect and defend blows efficiently. They were also given weapons of heavy metal. The work was tiring, requiring high concentration and aether skills, but it was rewarding, and I was lost in thought for many hours as I worked, turning our Trolls into mighty battering rams of metal.

Reaching up to wipe silvery sweat from my face, I was startled by a cloth that mopped my brow. Looking up from where I was squatting, I saw Shaeula grinning at me, the edge of her sleeve wet from where she had wiped me. “You have worked hard-hard.” she allowed. “I would be remiss if I did not-not care for my master, who labours so.”

Behind me I could hear the snickering of weasels, and I turned to see… two Kamaitachi once more.

“Yes-yes, I have been reborn, thanks to my princess… and you.” the newcomer snorted, face twisted into a grin of mixed bitterness and respect.

I recognise this one. The one that I killed attacking my Territory. He nearly had me, back when I was just starting out…

“It is quite-quite the strange feeling.” the Kamaitachi continued. “Though as my spirit slept I saw flashes of what the princess felt… until recently, when I could feel-feel you too.” He shuddered theatrically.

“Do not-not be rude to Akio.” Shaeula pouted, causing the Kamaitachi to snicker once more.

“I would not dream-dream of insulting the chosen husband of the princess.” it gloated, causing her to flush, shame-faced. “Though your mother will likely have much-much to say.”

“If she wishes to complain, she can come-come here and say it in person.” Shaeula replied, tossing her head in annoyance. “Still, it is good that you have returned. Now only two-two more remain.”

Yeah, the one that came back before and was killed again in the battle with the Raven Knight, and one other. Each Kamaitachi was a very valuable asset in combat, and more importantly, leadership, as I could trust them to follow orders and manage the Trolls as much as possible.

“Right, well, now that we are prepared, we have to decide our next move. That spectre is powerful, and the Territory still has solid defences. The way I see it, we have two options. Firstly we can make a hard strike either now, or after they fail their next attack on us. We smash down the defensive barrier, and then pile in, doing as much damage as we can and hopefully taking down the Anchor, defeating it in one fell swoop.”

“There is risk there.” Shaeula pondered. “Still, I do believe we would have a chance indeed-indeed, should the master of that Territory continue to remain uninvolved.”

“Yeah, and the other option is to start harassing them from all angles, constantly hit-and-running the barrier, gradually wearing it down. If we attack seemingly at random from multiple positions, they won’t be able to respond to a real attack, and after doing it a while their vigilance will have to lessen…”

“I favour that scheme.” she answered. “I am not-not at my best yet.” She looked down at her injury. “And we can let that fool Grulgor and his Trolls take-take this role at first.”

“Yeah, a bit like they did to our Territories in the past.” I agreed. “All right then. I’ll spend some more time working on Healing your injuries, while we commence pulling their attention in every direction. The endgame goal is to either break through and destroy their Anchor, or if that looks too hard, we can seize the shrine they hold.”

With that decided, I began to pour aether into Shaeula’s wound, the Kamaitachi behind me trying to marshal the Trolls… I don’t envy them. Trolls sure are powerful, but are really hard to use to their full potential…


Side Thirty-One – Zhao Daiyu, Incorruptible Jade Sect


The hall was decked out in an opulent yet terribly commonplace style, and Daiyu felt distinctly unimpressed, though she hid it well, her beautiful face an expressionless mask. Red and gold drapery was everywhere, along with flags of the Party and the Country. Gaudy statues of founding Party members and heroes were placed at strategic points, and the expensive crystal chandeliers that lit the hall were decked out in full with brightly blazing candles, and along the sides of the room were an array of tables, upon which sat opulent collections of dishes and drinks, whole roasted animals beside towers of champagne glasses and other such delights. Ready to serve, handsome waiters and beautiful waitresses were decked out in pristine uniforms, and already some of the less nervous or wary guests were talking to them, partaking of the largess.

Of course, behind them is a different display of power, one that serves as a warning to all, should they not be blind to it. She observed the burly soldiers in their perfect uniforms standing to attention, automatic rifles by their sides. There were even a couple with handheld RPG’s, which was overkill for such a task. Holding in a sneer and a sigh, Daiyu looked away, allowing herself only an imperceptible shake of her head.

Since they know there will be Cultivators here, they are taking no chances. Yet, against automatic weapons even I would stand little chance, and against so many… Qi could not stop steel, not in this age of faded glories, anyway. Perhaps in time the old arts would be revived, and new ones learnt, but until then… no, I need to show willing, while offering as little aid as I can get away with. My Honourable Patriarch demands nothing less.

Once more casting her gaze over the hall she realised she could see several Cultivators, though few of note. On meeting the gaze of one, a handsome young man, with short black hair and hazel eyes, who was wearing a suit that looked out of place on him, she smiled slightly. Not that I look any more comfortable in this gown.

The man sauntered over, though his eyes were constantly darting about, taking in the positions of every possible threat. Wise. He is a true adherent of the Path of Swords. A shame, he was unable to bring one today…

“Beautiful Daiyu’er, what a pleasure to see you here.” he said, bowing to her. “I had heard rumours you had been gifted by the Dao this new opportunity. Of course, I expected no less, after all, if not you, then who?”

He was Wei Feng, a Peak-stage Qi Refiner from a Sect that had associations with her own. To have reached such a stage at the tender age of twenty made him one of the prodigies to be watched. Though he is of course inferior to my talents. Regardless of that, it is heartening to see one I am not at odds with here…

“Likewise, Brother Wei. I trust your sword remains as sharp as ever?” she replied politely. “I also expected that those of us who have the favour of the Heavens and the Dao would be called.”

“My sword is not at hand, yet it is within my heart.” he said piously, forming his hand into a fan shape, mimicking a blade. “And it is sharper than ever. It will need to be too.” he remarked cautiously, seeing the crowd of people in the hall. Already there were nearly two thousand people there, ranging from nervous-looking peasants to civil servants, military men and women, and even bureaucrats.

“Yes, there is quite the attendance here. If all have been granted the blessing, then the Heavens and the Dao are quite profligate with their gifts.” she replied, unable to keep the biting ill-humour from her voice. I hate it here, it has no elegance, not like the halls of my Sect. Besides, I was nearing a breakthrough, so to have to spend my time on such pathetic matters…

Before she could speak further, the door at the back opened, and a score of people filed out. Some of them were clearly very high ranking members of the Party, while others… her eyes widened involuntarily at a couple of the faces, escaping even her rigid control.

Surely not… this is… troubling. My Honoured Patriarch must be informed, for he could not have foreseen this…

Behind the lead figure, who was wearing the formal military dress of the Party, his uniform decked with numerous medals, were two very familiar faces to her.

Chong Gui, master of the Unquenchable Sun, one of the Five Great Sects. Long-time rival to our own Incorruptible Jade. While it was hardly proper to hold… hatred… for a member of another Great Sect, in these trying times where their influence was low, she found it hard to deny she loathed the old swine. Even at the age of sixty he retained a muscular figure, but his long white beard and moustache that he thought gave him a patrician air only made him resemble the old pervert he was. Tales of his libido and… casual disregard for consent… were legendary amongst the Sects, and rumour had it he had sired over two hundred children, of which dozens had some degree of talent. Still, that was not what had made her eyes widen in shock.

He has broken through to the Foundation realm? She could feel the Qi in him, far stronger than before. Like her father, he was stuck at the bottleneck of Peak Qi Refining, but now… He is blessed and my Honourable Patriarch is not? The Heavens are cruel… also, he was not the one that his Sect admitted to, so either they were lying, or there is another blessed within their ranks…

Behind and beside him was Xiao Xia, another leader of a Great Sect, the Emerald Lotus. She was in her forties, but had lost none of her beauty, and the green gown she wore was scandalously cut, and very out of place here.

Beside her, Wei Feng spoke in a whisper, trusting her ears to pick it up, his hand obscuring his face lest anyone read his lips. “Two of the Five stands with the Government? That bodes ill indeed.”

That it does, that it does. The situation is worse than my father thought. It might be coincidence that the Party asked for her by name, or one of the present Sect masters might have sold out their fellow Cultivators, but… there are people from all walks of life here, even peasants and farmers. Without some way of divining the blessed, this would not be possible. My Honoured Patriarch is right. I need more information and trusted allies before acting…

Even with her might, she was unlikely to come out best in a fight against two Sect Masters. Raw power could be tamed by the crafty, and she had no wish to hunt the cicada, only to be taken unawares from behind.

“So, I think we are natural allies in this situation.” Wei Feng continued, and she muttered her approval near-silently.

It was then one of the people at the front clapped their hands, the loud noise silencing conversation and drawing all eyes. As the burly Party member stepped aside, the man in uniform spoke. He was a handsome man, in his late forties maybe, still strong if starting to run a little to fat, his hair greying, but his eyes were dark and steely. His voice too was strong, used to command.

“I am Shang jiang Qin Wang-lei, of the noble and righteous Chinese Communist Party. I am grateful you have all wisely heeded the call of your country, for we have need of you now more than ever. Some of you may be confused, out of your element, or even fearful of this. But know this…” he boomed. “… we shall stand beside you, as you give your all for the Party, the Nation and the Ideals of our glorious President.”

With the opening preamble done, he got to the point. “I have been elected the head of the newly formed Department for Managing of Divine Mysteries. My vice-ministers will be Chong Gui, Xiao Xia and Wu Shing.

This could not be worse. That Wu Shing looks like some sort of political official, no doubt in internal affairs or policing, but having two Sect Masters with such a position… would they really sell out our fifteen hundred long years of effort and history to the Party, just for some cheap gains?

Qin Wang-lei continued. “Those others you see around me are also trusted members of my Department. I shall introduce them in due course. But first… allow me to lay down the most important rules you will all follow. I can see confusion amongst you, and those that do not understand this opportunity will be taken under our wing, and educated properly, so that you may serve this country that has nurtured us.”

Nurtured? These upstarts have… what… seventy years of history? We guided this country before it even had a name, for thousands of years, against foes undreamed of. Even when Kunlun seceded, leaving us behind in this spiritually barren land, we formed the new Five Great Sects and protected the land for fifteen hundred years… nurtured… exploited, I would wager is more apt.

“The first step is to collate information. I understand you are eager to start eating and drinking, what with the generous spread you have been honoured with…” Qin Wang-lei’s joke fell flat, disappearing into the nervous silence around the room. “… but first my staff will be asking you to fill out these questionnaires. I… encourage truthfulness, for only through accurate information and honest reporting of resources can we allocate proper roles for everyone, for the greater good.”

Daiyu waited in silence as a group of men and women in military uniforms passed by, handing everyone a clipboard, to which was attached a list of questions. How will they know if we are lying? Perhaps in the same way they identified those of us in attendance? What would my Honourable Patriarch want?

The questions were unfortunately quite pertinent. Her gaze strayed to the two Sect Masters who were now vice-ministers, barely able to keep the animosity from showing on her face. They were chatting with each other and the other Party members, laughing and joking. Damn traitors. Sect business should be kept far from secular matters… no doubt they were involved in the formulation of these questions.

They were asking about the throughput of spiritual energies and Qi, the area one’s spiritual influence encompassed, any notable features such as mystical trees or sources of elemental Qi… The CCP could not have come up with this themselves…

Taking her pen she scribbled down her answers, not telling any lies or omitting anything of value, yet… somewhat cagey in what she revealed otherwise. Beside her, Wei Feng had the good sense to be doing likewise, but beside her, a young, handsome woman was frowning, her eyes wide with nervousness and confusion. I should leave it alone, but…

Turning to the suit-wearing woman beside her, who was probably in her early twenties, her dark hair pulled into a tight bun, pinned by silver hair sticks, she spoke gently. “Are you struggling? Perhaps I can help.”

The woman was startled by her voice, and she turned around like a scared rabbit. On seeing the speaker was a younger woman, she relaxed, only to be open-mouthed at her beauty.

“Are you struggling?” Daiyu asked gently again.

“Oh, err, thank you. Yes, I am rather stumped. All of this… it is beyond my comprehension.” she said, bowing deeply. “Oh, where are my manners. I am Jang Huifen. Here’s my card.” She passed over a business card, which Daiyu took and observed. It seems she runs an export business, and is the chairwoman. Unusual, she must have some talent.

“I am Zhao Daiyu.” She answered. “I do not have a business card, but I do have some knowledge of this matter, humble though it is. What are you struggling with, I may be able to help?”

“Everything, really. All this seems like a dream… no, it was a dream that started it. Caishen, the God of wealth and commerce was in my dreams, and I thought it was a good omen, as my business is doing well… but after that, when I close my eyes to sleep, I find myself in a strange world. It is frightening and unnatural, yet I hear the whispers of Caishen advising me… I thought I was going mad, until…” She pulled out a small coin, giggled nervously, and with her fingers she bent it easily. “… I found I was stronger, faster, my mind works quicker, I need less and less rest…” She paused, swallowing, her throat trembling. “… perhaps I collapsed from overwork, and all this is a coma-dream before I die…”

“I am afraid not.” Daiyu shook her head. “This is all too real. You have been exposed to the world that lies beneath the surface, hidden for many long years. It seems that the blessings of the Dao are spread widely, not just to Cultivators and the wise.”

“Cultivators?” Jang Huifen said, confused. “Like… farmers… no, that doesn’t make sense…”

“I speak of Cultivating one’s own strengths and Qi, following the path of the Dao.” Daiyu replied, feeling amused that modern people were so ignorant of the past. “Perhaps you too can call yourself one, since you have received this blessing…” Will the newcomers here need to join Sects, or start their own? Can they start refining Qi like we do? So many questions, and so few answers…

She glanced over at the two Sect Masters again, barely keeping her contempt in check. Did they sell us out for the opportunity to strengthen their own Sects by inviting all these newcomers? No, surely they could not be that foolish. The Party will never allow such power to slip through their grasp, not now…

“Umm, excuse me…” the businesswoman distracted Daiyu from her thoughts. “… I still don’t understand.”

Perhaps it would be useful to take her under my wing. We need to understand how the common folk will react to sudden power and the changing of their worldview. Smiling reassuringly, Daiyu spoke gently. “Understanding will come in time. Let me help you complete your questionnaire and I will explain as we go…”
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Going through the information that this new Department was requesting once more, Daiyu was both alarmed and impressed. They obviously have a thorough understanding of this spiritual realm, perhaps even better than my own… and worse, they know what questions to ask to expose our own understanding and assets there…

She was drinking wine, careful to let her Qi accelerate the functions of her liver to break down the alcohol quickly. It was a waste, but she could not afford to be drunk, not now. The taste was delightful, and beside her Jang Huifen was eating, hunched over like a small mammal trying to make themselves inconspicuous in front of predators. In contrast Wei Feng was like her, drinking with seemingly no cares, though he too would be making strides to maintain his readiness.

It was then she picked up on a weak source of Qi moving her way, only to see a young man approaching. He was wearing casual clothes, jeans and a loud shirt, but pinned to his collar was a golden badge of a stone with a tail of flame. Golden Starfall Sect. One of the Five Great Sects. But this one is weak… Early stage Qi Refining, Middle stage at best…

Seeing her gaze, the young man strolled over. He was nothing special to look at, plain for a Cultivator, but Daiyu was still wary. Wei Feng had also picked up on his approach, and while he was apparently unconcerned, his free hand was ready to strike.

“Peace, I want no trouble here.” The man said. “I simply felt the need to see the famous Black Jade that is Ever Beautiful. Where else would such an unworthy disciple such as me get an opportunity?”

I dislike him already… Her thoughts sour, she held back a frown with great effort. Ever Beautiful Black Jade was the moniker she had been given by the elders of her own Sect, and it had spread far and wide, causing her no end of embarrassment. I am beautiful, yes. But I wish to be known for my talents, not my looks. “Well, you have seen me, disciple of the Golden Starfall. Have I satisfied you?”

At her pointed tone, Jang Huifen picked up on the suddenly strained atmosphere, and she backed away a little, making herself even smaller. Seeing this, Daiyu reined in her disapproval as best she could. Drawing attention to themselves was foolish here. “Well, you did not answer my question, are you now satisfied? I do not see the Master of your Sect, is he not here?”

“No, I fear my Noble Patriarch was not called to this gathering, much as I don’t see your father here.” The man answered flippantly, further raising her ire. “Still, yes, I am satisfied, as any man would be. One would have to be blind not to appreciate your beauty, and more importantly… your influence.”

At his sudden change of track, Daiyu paused, momentarily unsure of how to proceed. Seeing this, the man’s smile broadened. “Well then, this humble disciple is Tang Bai. My skills are modest, yet my mind is sharp. It is a pleasure to meet you here, fellow Cultivators.” He nodded to Wei Feng as well. “Would that we met under better circumstances. The Party is giving us no face and little honour. This sits ill with me and my Venerable Patriarch. I expect the Masters of your Sects feel the same?”

Wei Feng nodded, and Daiyu was forced to agree. “Of course. We are not civilians, to come when called like dogs, to answer questions on our most private talents and gifts. Still, what choice do we have?”

“None, since somehow this Qin Wang-lei knows who is and who is not swept up in the tides of change. Therefore I feel we need as many friends and allies as we can gather. A united front.” His gaze also strayed to the two Sect Masters who stood as vice-ministers. “I have orders from my Patriarch to find such friends in this trying time. No doubt you are carrying out some tasks of your own?”

Before Daiyu could answer, there was more loud clapping, and the Shang jiang in charge started talking once more, an array of black-suited secretarial staff behind him having analysed the answers the crowd had given.

“I am most pleased at your honesty.” Qin Wang-lei said, the two traitors behind him all smiles as well. “Only through sharing a common purpose and with each citizen working as needed can we prosper, protecting ourselves from threats both home and abroad, and now even in strange, mystical lands.” He strode up and down the stage, hands clasped behind his back, radiating an aura of authority.

“Over the next few days orders will arrive for each of you. You will move your areas of influence in the Spirit Realm to the designated locations, and concentrate on gathering resources as specified in your tailored plan. When resources are gathered they will be funnelled to your designated liaison. Some of you will have the opportunity to be liaisons yourselves, those whose loyalty and civic spirit meets the standard that the Party expects.”

He then went on to discuss allocation of funds for any required relocations in the mortal realm, as well as various other matters, but what it all boiled down to was… Curse him and his Department to Diyu… may they suffer all eighteen torments!

“I see. They plan to have the pigs eat us tigers. As my Patriarch and no doubt yours suspected.” Tang Bai grimaced. “All the more reason we need to stick together.”

“I see that the Party has learned well from the ways of Cultivation.” Wei Feng sneered. “I thought that their goal was prosperity for all, but instead they are stealing from us to give to their favoured pets.”

“And if we roil over and show our bellies in submission, we could be one of their lapdogs too.” Tang Bai concurred. “Well, Golden Starfall cannot be stopped by the wishes of mortal men.”

“And our Jade never tarnishes, staying perfect for all eternity.” Daiyu made up her mind. Indeed, it is quite the malicious ploy. All our work will go to bolstering another, creating those of great influence over the spiritual realm, whilst we have to fight over the scraps remaining, like starving curs. No, this will not stand, not at all. But as of yet, we cannot oppose them. Not with the traitors, and the unseen hand who has found all of us, despite our gifts being hidden…

Seeing her fellow Cultivators waiting for an answer, she bit down a sigh and nodded. “Very well. We shall share information and work together as best we can. However, with my standing, I shall be in command. I will brook no argument on this. Someone must lead, and I am qualified. After all, if we work as with one heart, we can even move Mount Tai.”

As they agreed to her proposal, only one person was looking confused. Speaking up tentatively, as if wary of being scolded, Jang Huifen raised one hand. “Err, I don’t mind joining up with you, you all seem nice, not that I know what’s going on… but… ah, what’s my area of influence?”

Daiyu bit down on a sigh. It will be interesting to have the perspective of an ordinary human, and those traitors will never expect us to associate with such, so it is worth doing, but despite that… "We shall explain it to you. After this farce of a meeting is over, we shall pool our knowledge and resources. A successful working woman such as yourself will grasp the intricacies in no time.”

“Are you sure? Oh thank you, I’m grateful!” She bowed repeatedly, and once more Daiyu wondered what she was doing here. My Cultivation was soaring to new heights. Damn you all who interfere with my path to enlightenment… If she could find the one who discovered her blessing and gave her name to this Department, she could quite cheerfully wring their neck like killing chickens…


One Hundred And Twenty-Nine


“It seems to be going all right.” I observed from my vantage point overlooking the enemy Territory. Shaeula was behind me, still favouring her injured limb, although my efforts and her natural recovery had left it in much better shape.

“Well, one thing you can-can rely on Trolls for is destruction.” she sniffed. Down below several Trolls were making use of their great vitality and the heavy armour I had gifted them with, slamming into the defensive barrier with reckless abandon. Orc corpses were diminishing to ether, where they had foolishly challenged the Trolls. Bolts of aetheric light were occasionally slamming into our forces, but even the more powerful bolt of the Sniper Emplacement was not enough to bring a Troll down, though the armour was starting to look ragged, punched full of metal craters.

Damn, I’m going to have to fix them all later, aren’t I? A leader's work is never done…

Still, with several smaller groups of Trolls and Grulgor attacking other places, the defenders were stretched thin. And when enemy forces gathered to repel one attack en-masse, that was when Shaeula and I started our own assaults, blasts of wind and fire weakening the barrier. Defensive barriers were strong, but against such persistent attacks, it was already starting to collapse in places. Yeah, breaking the barrier is the easy part. Once in the Territory we’ll be weakened, and have to fight against that wraith on her own terms. Still, I’ve kept Foehn hidden for that reason…

Shaeula lowered her hand, spears of wind slamming down on the barrier in multiple places, shards of emerald energy pushing through and blasting the ground within. “No need to overthink things, Akio. We do not-not need to rush. Once the foe is exhausted and overstretched, then-then we should strike!”

I nodded, ruffling her hair. “Yeah… the only concern is if the master of the Territory comes forth, but then… beating him head-on offers several outcomes which could benefit us.”

“In that-that case, you should return to the Material. You have been here long, your fatigue is showing.”

I was pretty tired. I had spent much effort on Ether Healing, in addition to my crafting exploits. The enemy Territory on my borders was a niggling thorn, one that I wished to excise as quickly as possible, but unless the situation changed we had reached a sort of rough stalemate, so another day to let Shaeula fully recover and get me to peak condition was probably wise. Plus I always have things to do back at the shrine…

“Good advice. You are in charge then. Now that we have a second Kamaitachi to support you, you’ll be fine.”

“Hmph, I would be fine-fine even if I was alone, who do you think I am?” Shaeula complained, though she looked pleased at my compliment.

After some more banter we retreated to the shrine, following the Trolls who had also withdrawn, though they headed off to attack another location. I then returned to the Material plane.

Opening my eyes in my shabby apartment, I realised that soon I’d be waking up elsewhere. Surprisingly, I found I’d actually miss it a little. Checking the clock it was just after midday. My phone was also blinking at me, no doubt with missed calls or messages from Karen-chan. Getting up I stretched and ran through a quick workout to loosen my muscles, and while I was winding down my phone rang. Picking it up I was surprised to see the caller wasn’t Karen-chan, but…

“Afternoon, so to what do I owe the pleasure of your call?” I answered, getting an indignant squawk from the other end.

“Less with the sarcasm, buster.” Shiro replied. “You know that there are no end of guys who would love to hear my sweet voice in their ear to enliven a dry, dull afternoon. And I know you are one of them, Aki!”

“Yeah, well that’s only because they don’t know you, right?” I teased her. “I do, however. And while you may be beautiful, you make up for that by causing trouble. Every time we go out you end up collapsing, and the girls, Hayato-san or I end up having to look after you. So, anyway, what’s up? You never answered my question.”

“Ugh, you are just an Aki, you don’t get to talk down to a princess like me! It isn’t my fault I’ve always been frail. Men are supposed to like protecting fragile girls, right, right! So appreciate me more!” she groused, causing me to smile. Shaeula and Shiro, what a pair…

“My bad. So, seriously, why are you calling? I’ve got a lot on, so if it isn’t important…”

“Whoa, everything I want is important. Besides, did you forget? You said when you got back from your trip we’d all get together, the old gang. Besides, apparently Hayato has some news to share. I think you can guess?”

Oh, yeah. I think I can. “So, Hayato-san’s got a girl then? Do you think Hina-chan worked up the courage to confess, or…” I hoped she had. Everyone with eyes could see that the shy Hina-chan was crushing hard on Hayato-san, as he was a very friendly and approachable guy, the centre of our group for sure.

“She’d better have. After all, she came to me for advice and I told her to just go for it.” Shiro said proudly. “You don’t get anywhere in life by waiting for others to notice how you feel. That’s some free advice for you too, Aki.”

I couldn’t help but think that advice wasn’t as helpful as she thought, as telling someone shy to well… not be shy… was archetypal in its obviousness and difficulty, but it was so very Shiro.

“Anyway, how about this weekend? Apparently the job that Hayato has is going well. I hear you did a ton for him. Speaking of…” Her tone changed, becoming wheedling and sickly-sweet. “… you think you can do a bit more for me, Aki? I’m making good progress, so if you could do just a bit more that’d really help me out. I’ll let you buy me a drink as your reward!”

Hah, some reward huh? She even offers boons like Shaeula, making a favour for her seem like one for me. Unfortunately, now is not a good time for me… not with the Territory dispute, and my family and the Mori’s visiting…

“Sorry, I’m afraid I’m really busy this weekend. I’ve got a lot going on myself. Sadly I’ll have to give it a miss, unless you can postpone a week? As for your work, now isn’t a good time, but in the future, I might be able to squeeze a little in, for old times’ sake…”

“… so, not only did you not call when you got back from your trip, now you can’t even make it out socialising with your dearest friends? You disappoint me, Aki. This princess is very sad indeed.” She put on a voice of mock disappointment. “I’ll speak to Hayato, he’ll probably reschedule if it means we can get everyone together, but really… are you just upset that you’ll be the only one in the group that is still a single loser? It’s that isn’t it, poor Aki…”

Seriously, you are still single aren’t you, Shiro? Or are you forgetting that?

“… you know, I’ll let you cry on my shoulder. Most guys would kill to have a beautiful princess listen to their woes. You can pour my drinks and tell me all about your ideal woman. Though don’t get the wrong idea, even if I’m being nice to you and your fragile heart, I’m not for you! Bank balance of a hundred million yen minimum to even get a date…”

Oh my, if only you knew… I let out a chuckle as I started fiddling with my phone, causing her to ask what was so funny. I found the photo I wanted to send, and once it was done I waited.

“What… a photo? If this is a lewd one I’m going to sue you, Aki. You can’t defile the eyes of a princess… hang on, what… who… uh?”

As she trailed off dumbfounded I burst out laughing, my chuckles growing to full-throated mirth. It was rare to throw Shiro off her act, but very satisfying, considering how often I had ended up the butt of her jokes in the past.

“Hey, so… this photo. It’s not a photoshop job, right? You haven’t gone off the deep end, finally tired of being alone? If I’d have known it was this bad, I’d have…”

“Enough with the jokes Shiro. You’ve heard me talk about her before, you surely remember? Besides, you said it yourself earlier, you don’t get anywhere in life by waiting, right?” I choose to ignore the fact that it wasn’t me that stopped waiting, but Eri…

“That’s Shirohime.” she responded reflexively. “… so, that’s your mythical childhood friend, isn't it? Her and your sister were the only two girls you ever talked about, so… uh, hey, that’s an engagement ring there, right?”

“It sure is. That’s why this weekend is no good. Eri’s family is coming to Tokyo, and we need to… iron out… a few things.” My father is coming too. My stomach hurts just thinking about it…

“My whole worldview is crashing down. Aki got engaged. Didn’t even pause at the girlfriend stage. I’m shocked, I thought you were holding out the vain, futile hope that I’d go out with you. Poor deluded Aki. Still… congratulations, I guess. Damn, my mind can’t process this, and I’m a genius! It’s that shocking!”

Our banter continued for a while, and when she discovered I had proposed atop the Strat in Las Vegas, Shiro was jealous. Not of me of course, but that Eri had such an experience. She did accept that this weekend really wasn’t the time for me to be partying, and she promised to square things with Hayato-san. Though she did twist my arm into promising to do some more work for her, as, how did she put it… compensation for the mental distress I caused her by no longer being the Aki she knew…

“Yeah, so I won’t tell anyone why you can’t make this weekend.” Shiro finished up. “We might as well have two happy surprises as well as one.”

Is it really a surprise when you already told me about Hayato-san and Hina-chan? Not that it matters, I guess.

“Yeah, well, the drinks’ll be on me.” I promised, bringing a happy agreement from Shiro. “Just… try not to collapse this time, okay? Hayato-san and I shouldn’t be carrying pretty girls around anymore, we are taken. And Aimi-chan and Hina-chan won't want to be taking you home and missing half the night like always.”

“Ugh, Aki has a big head. Fine… I’ll be on my best behaviour, talk to you later, anyway…”

With that call finished I decided to treat myself to a beer. I had to admit it felt pretty good finally having a rebuttal to her teasing. Still, Shiro was a long-term friend, so I didn’t really mind it, it was all in good humour. Opening up a can with a satisfying ting, I took a swig. My phone had other messages, from Karen-chan, as I suspected, so I gave her a call as well.

“Oh, Akio-kun… err, sorry, manager…” Karen-chan began, but I cut her off.

“Akio-kun is fine. No need to stand on ceremony. It’s just you and Shaeula working for me right now, and she’s not big on formalities, so no worries. Anyway, what’s up?”

“Well, I’m here at the shrine, having tea and sweets again. It’s nice, but… I feel a bit like a wage thief. There isn’t really much for me to do here, the building work seems to be going smoothly. The plumbers are replacing the toilet and making sure the bath works, as you requested, and over on the main construction site machinery and supplies are being unloaded on schedule. Still, I’ve got to say I’m impressed you knew about the obscure planning laws that allow shrines special privileges. Otherwise there’d have been no way you’d have got permission to build here, not for months or even years…”

Wait, what? I didn’t even think of planning laws… “Yeah, things worked out perfectly.” I chuckled nervously, bluffing. “Anyway, don’t worry about it, just enjoy the downtime, you will be busy in the future to make up for it. Hey, that reminds me…” That’s right. I might as well put her to use…

“Yes, I’m all ears, Akio-kun.”

“There’s a shrine a bit to the north…” I explained about the location of the shrine that matched up with the one our enemy controlled in the Boundary. “… so I’d like you to find out all the information about it. Nothing is too trivial. And if you get chance, you can also scour for rumours about any strange happenings in the surrounding area.”

“… Well, you are the boss. It’s certainly a strange request though.”

“I did say there’d be a few of those, didn’t I? But it’d be helping me out, so I’d appreciate it.”

“Well, like I said, you are paying my wages. I’ll get right on it. Will you be visiting Shirohebizumi today?”

I thought about it before shaking my head. “No, not today. I have other stuff to do. So I’ll leave you to get on with things.”

“Roger that, Akio-kun.” And with that she hung up.

Looking down at my thigh, there was a patch of pale, mostly healed skin, all that remained of the wound that I had suffered in the Boundary version of Takakura Antiques. It was healing at a rapid rate, bolstered by both my Ether Healing and high stats. Though I think I can fix it fully now. I don’t want Eri to see my body full of scars, after all.

The only ones I would leave would be the faint ones on my abdomen that the dog had caused long ago, as they were wounds of pride. Other than that… time to get to work. I’m close to improving the Skill again…


Side Thirty-Two – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“Mori-chan, you’re good at maths, right? Can you explain this to me, I didn’t really get it?” one girl said, coming over to Eri’s desk. Beside her another girl piped up. “Yeah, please help us, Mori-chan! It must be nice to be smart, share the wealth!”

I was about to intercede as Eri was looking a bit flustered, but she took a long breath, calming herself down and ventured a slight smile. “All right then. I guess I can help a little. I’m not going anywhere until Aiko finishes her practice, so I have some time.”

Wow, surprising. It looked like I wouldn’t have to intervene after all, and several more girls and even one of the boys from our class joined them, watching Eri as she tried to explain how to use the formulas to solve the equations they had been given.

“I think it’s nice.” Yae-san said from beside me. Rika-san was nodding along too, looking at Eri like a proud mother seeing her daughter make friends, which was rather strange. Wow, hey, Eri is my friend, not yours!

Before I could respond, someone else interrupted me. It was Tomoya-kun, one of the guys in class. He wasn’t anything special, but at least he wasn’t as annoying as those two. My gaze strayed to the two empty desks at the back of the class. Since Eri had chewed them out yesterday they had been leaving the moment classes finished, which was pretty much a relief to everyone, especially the girls.

“Yeah, she’s changed completely. It’s pretty incredible.” Tomoya-kun observed.

I shot him a harsh look. “Don’t be getting any ideas now. I know she’s cuter than ever, but she’s taken. If my big bro finds out you’ve been ogling his fiancée he’ll be really mad…”

“Hey, it’s not like that!” he protested, holding his hands up. “I’m a boy, I like looking at cute girls, your brother would understand that. But I’d never do anything inappropriate. I don’t think anyone would. But you know, seeing Mori-san take an interest in other people, it’s good to see. I know you two are close, but everyone needs more friends, right?”

Well yes, of course I worried about how shy Eri was. still, it isn’t like that has changed… I nodded despite myself. “… Still, Eri hasn’t changed as much as you think. She’s suffering a bit there, I can tell.” She was quite pale, and speaking slower than usual. “Of course, she’s making an effort. She knows if she’s going to be an adult now, she can’t just shut herself away in the house, waiting for big bro to return. That’d just worry him. Besides, she wants to grow as a person. It isn’t all for my brother.”

“That’s right.” Yae-san agreed. “I like to think that we know each other a bit better now, right Ai-chan? After all, we are close friends, even your brother thinks so, doesn't he?” She grinned impishly. “Little Ri-Ri simply realised she had to grow up. It happens to a girl in love. Even I grew up a bit when I started dating. Although…” she sighed. “… a shame all my boyfriends were rubbish. I envy her, I really do. A real man is very different to childish boys.”

“Well if you are looking for a…” Tomoya-kun began, but Rika-san cut him off.

“Don’t get full of yourself.” she warned. “We are in the market for real men, who’ll treat us like princesses, right Yae, Ai-chan.”

“Leave me out of it!” I protested, but the mood had shifted, which was a relief. Looking back at Eri, surrounded by students, I kind of understood the smile Rika-san gave her earlier. Sometimes I forget, but Eri is a little older than me. She always seems younger because she’s so shy, but…

“So yes, if you substitute that here, the answer is either…” Eri finished up, and around her there were murmurs of comprehension.

“If that’s everything, I’ll be going then. I want to go and watch Aiko practice.” Eri said, making to stand up. Before she could, one of the girls in class asked a question.

“So, I’ve been dying to ask…” she said, looking flushed. “If you really are… are pregnant, how are you going to…”

Wow, what a stupid question. I was sure we’d been over this yesterday. I should definitely stop this…

Yet again before I could, Eri spoke up, interrupting the girl and my thoughts. “I’m not pregnant.” she said, her voice a bit above a whisper, but as the room was silent, waiting for her answer, everyone heard.

“You aren’t? But…” the girl continued, but shut up as Eri stared at her, black eyes hard.

“I’m not. You’re a girl right, you get it.”

“Oh… ah, yeah.” she stammered, flushing. Around her several others tittered maliciously at her humiliation.

Wow, so… really? You never told me… I’m a little hurt…

Seeing my gaze, Eri looked down, a little ashamed. “I was going to tell you later, I was. This morning, well… ugh, this is not a conversation I wanted to have again. It was bad enough with my mother. I’ll be going to Inuyama later. So I wanted to watch your practice first. After that would have been the best time to say.”

The girls were nodding, their expressions knowing, and the boys were embarrassed. Tomoya-kun had backed off, finding the insides of his school-bag suddenly interesting, and a couple of other boys had left. Yeah, girls’ biology is a mystery to boys, and that’s the best way…

“Well, I’m not sure whether to congratulate or commiserate you, little Ri-Ri.” Yae-san shrugged. “Still, I do think it’s probably for the best. You have all the time in the world for motherhood later, right?”

As murmured agreements echoed all around, Eri sighed, a long exhalation of mixed feelings. “Yeah, I can’t say I was thinking clearly. Akio and I should have a child when the time is right, and now… it probably isn’t. He has a lot going on, and I’m not… not yet good enough. Still…” she smiled then, and I blushed at the allure of it. “… I have a lot to look forward to, don’t I?”

Tomoya-kun was standing awkwardly, and I nearly gagged. Wow, eww, gross. Cockroach-guys strike again. Seeing my hard gaze he made to leave, when the door swung open, and beside me Yae-san groaned. Yep, I get it, I really do. I don’t want to see them either…

Eri joined me in glaring at the newcomers. They hadn’t really bothered her, but when Kenji-kun had been harassing me, she had taken it personally. Of course she would have. Eri and me, we always have each other’s backs…

Masaki-kun brightened as he saw Yae-san. Behind him, Kenji-kun, who had been avoiding everyone since the festival, laid his eyes on me, and I recoiled a little at the annoyance and desire contained within, shivering despite the heat. Wow, God he is just so… ugh. This is spoiling my mood; I had a good feeling about practice today as well…

“Yae-chan, I’ve been wanting to speak to you for a while now.” Masaki-kun began, coming towards her, but Yae-san dropped behind me and Rika-san. “Don’t be like that. I came to ask you if we could… well, you know, get back together? It’s been over a week now, so can’t we just forget about that? I took a lot of ribbing from the guys in the baseball team, but I still like you, so I’m willing to forgive…”

“Forgive? Forgive… me?” Yae-san was indignant. “I wasn’t the one who bet me like I’m just your stupid toy, was I? And worse, lost like a little kid."

“Yeah, but I thought I’d win…” he began, but she wasn’t going to let it pass. Which is just a … little… unfair considering she was getting tired of him before this, but it isn’t my job to look after her love-life is it?

“Well you didn’t. Neither you nor Kenji-kun, right? What brings you here, nothing equally as stupid, I hope?” Yae-san complained acerbically.

“Yeah, I think you said everything you had to say before.” I agreed. Masaki-kun sighed and stepped away, indicating this had nothing to do with him, which was the first bit of good sense I could credit him for.

“No, I have plenty to say.” Kenji-kun grated. “Aiko-chan…”

At his use of my first name and the -chan suffix I was already set on edge. I could be a little overfamiliar myself at times, but… no way, you have no right.

“I still like you. Maybe… maybe I didn’t go about it the right way, but you never show any interest in boys other than your damn brother. How.. how else was I supposed to go about getting you to go out with me?”

“Well, here’s the thing.” Rika-san chimed in. “You don’t. If a girl isn’t interested, hard luck. Being a man is about realising things like that. Damn, it makes me miss Ai-chan’s brother now. Akio-kun was so mature.”

Hearing my bro’s name, Kenji-kun ground his teeth, annoyed. I guess he did get trashed by my brother. No wonder he’s sore. That reminds me… “Oh yeah, did anyone actually watch Kenji-kun here at the festival? We never got to see him apologise to everyone for taking on my bro. Watching Eri’s big confession was way more important, right?”

“Aiko, don’t embarrass me.” Eri whined, remembering her struggle, face red.

“I saw it.” one girl piped up. “It was kinda mean, making him do it, but he half-assed it anyway, so don’t feel too bad.”

“It doesn’t surprise me.” I shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t matter. My bro only wanted to make a point. Let me be clear, Kenji-kun, you other boys too. If I was interested in anyone here, I’d have said so. You think I’m some shrinking violet who blushes at the thought of confessing to a boy? Wow, that’s so not me. No, sorry but I like my guys more mature, someone who is going to look after me. I can’t let big bro do it forever, even if I joke about it. After all, he’s marrying Eri now.”

“That’s crap.” Kenji-kun snapped. Masaki-kun grabbed his arm, but he shook it off. “Surely there’d be someone in this town who you’d like. Are you a lesbian? Do you like girls, like some pervert? Or… are the rumours true and you have a thing with your brother after all? Such a waste, you are sporty and pretty, to think you’d be so…”

"That's not cool, Kenji-kun." "Whoa, so lame. Shut up, man!" “You shut the hell up!” Rika-san, Yae-san and also Eri all snarled similar orders at him at the same time.

“You don’t know anything about Aiko!” Eri was in his face, fists clenching. He took a step back, surprised at her intensity. “You don’t know anything about Akio either. I can understand why you are fixated on her, my best friend is truly beautiful, kind and brave, but you…” She was looking at him like he was filth. “… all you have is a stupid ego. If you’d have asked her out nicely and when she said no you’d laughed it off, maybe you could have been friends. Who knows where that could have gone over time? But no… you had to treat her like a… a prize to be won, a trophy to be paraded. That isn’t love, it’s simple greed. I hate that. Love isn’t something you deserve, it’s something you earn!”

“She’s right.” Yae-san said, patting the trembling Eri on her shoulder after the rant. Turning to Masaki-kun she nodded her head a little. “Sorry, Masaki-kun. Maybe we could have handled our break-up better, but still… it just wasn’t working out for me. You aren’t a bad guy… not like some…” She eyed the steaming Kenji-kun then. “… but I guess I just need something different. But we can still be friends, can't we?”

He sighed then, head hanging limp, defeated. “You’ll never have Oshiro-san, even if he buys you presents. All you are to him is a friend of his sister and girlfriend.”

“Yeah, I get that, I do. It hurts my pride a little, but competing with a cute childhood friend was just too high a hurdle. Little Ri-Ri is adorable after all. But it made me see what I want, so…”

“Here’s where I step in.” I’m pretty damn mad, but sorting this out once and for all makes sense. “Seriously, Kenji-kun. You think girls don’t talk amongst each other? Our town is small, and everyone is going to find out just how pathetic you are being here. As for your slanders… I’d much rather go out with a cute girl than most of the boys in this place. Maybe I’d get with Eri if she wasn’t already taken.” I grinned, trying to take some of the tension out of the room. I don’t want it to come to blows, Kenji-kun is fuming mad. If Eri was to get caught up in the crossfire…

“As for my brother, don’t be vile. I make no secret of the fact I love my bro. And why wouldn’t I? He probably saved my life as a child, he’s always been there for me… hell, thanks to him last weekend I was riding a helicopter over the Grand Canyon! Top that if you can. But seriously, of course I love him, he’s my family. Don’t you love your family, Kenji-kun?”

“It isn’t the same…” he protested.

“No, it is the same. Sure, everyone jokes I’m a brocon, which is funny but just a little annoying. But all it comes down to is, my brother makes me feel safe. Eri too.” She nodded beside me, agreeing.

“I’ve no intention of doing something immoral with my bro, and he’d be disgusted at the thought… not to mention, my dad would literally kill him, no questions asked.” I giggled at the thought. Dad was hard, true, but to me he was way more lenient than he was with Akio. “Besides, even if I wanted to, which to clarify again, I don’t, well, do you think I could do that to Eri? So come on, get a grip. Is it wrong for me to want a man who makes me feel safe, like my bro does? I’d feel like a loser if I didn’t bag a husband as good as Eri has, after all.”

“If Ai-chan ever does decide to go for girls maybe I’d snap her up.” Rika-san giggled. Turning more serious, she addressed the guys. “All right, it’s time to let this go. It all got… so messy. That stupid wager. It was funny and all, but…”

“Yeah, let’s just let it drop.” I agreed. “Sorry I’m not into you, Kenji-kun, but there are plenty of other girls out there.”

He didn’t look happy, in fact he looked like he was chewing on a sour fruit, but after a long, bitter pause, he forced a nod. Masaki-kun also agreed with a sigh. Still, he couldn’t resist one last parting shot. “Err, Yae-chan, if we are friends again, if I became a better man, would you consider going out with me again?”

Yae-san shrugged. “No promises, but if you wow me, I’ll think about it.”

With that the chaos came to an end, the girls in the room relaxing again. Yeah, that did get annoying and heated.

“Umm, Aiko, I was going to tell you later about… well, you know.” Eri touched her belly and I got it immediately. Wow, you silly girl. I’m not angry…

“Oh come on, don’t be like that. Chances are you wouldn’t be anyway, if it was that easy, Japan wouldn’t have a population crisis, right?” I grinned. “Still, these last couple of days you’ve been very bold, I think the other girls might be starting to look up to you as a guru on love matters!” I teased her, earning pouting protests in return.

“Come on then. I’m late for practice. I had a good feeling earlier until those boys ruined my mood. Maybe I can get it back?”
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Damn, it just doesn’t feel right again. The arrow had hit the target, sure, but that was only the first and most basic stage of Kyūdō. Only Eri was waiting now, the other girls having gone home. I know she has to go to Inuyama with her parents. Birth control. Thinking about it makes me remember that night… I pulled at the front of my chestplate, fanning air down my hot body. I guess it’s lucky big bro gave her that bank card. Otherwise the Mori’s would struggle to pay for them… damn, I’m just accepting they are going to carry on… ugh. Not my problem, definitely not my problem. That’s for them.. and maybe Shaeula… to worry about. No… I need to focus on…

My archery was suffering, and I wasn’t making enough progress on mastering the abilities my bro and Shaeula had. Still, the visualisation of both was similar in a way, and even if Eri got a very unfair boost I couldn’t take advantage of, she was learning the same way I was and managed, so I could definitely succeed. Willpower and sporty energy. That’s what I need and what I’ve always been good at. I can do this!

First, I closed my eyes. It was easier to visualise the techniques Shaeula taught me, doing that. It might seem stupid practising with my eyes shut, but I need to grasp the feeling first… I took the first stance, placing my footing, the Ashibumi. All the while I concentrated on the feeling of drawing energy into me, moving it as Shaeula had indicated. I had to fight the embarrassing thought of her running a finger over my bare skin though. Lewd.

Next I arranged my body into position, the Dōzukuri, and while doing this small prickles of hot and cold were pooling in my lower abdomen. It made it hard for me to concentrate on the position of my body, but I felt I was getting my best results with the training while doing Kyūdō, so I wouldn't stop.

The three phases of Yugamae were next, orienting my hands on the bow correctly, while moving energy up to my heart. This was as far as Shaeula had instructed me, as she was worried by the lack of my lunar Chakra, whatever that was. Big bro and Eri had one though, so why couldn’t I manage? I’ll show them I won’t be left behind…

Raising the bow, the Uchiokoshi, I paired with raising my energy, and the prickles grew in intensity, feeling strangely warm and heavy. Ugh, it feels like I need the toilet now… no, no getting distracted. This is the sharpest I’ve felt all evening…

Drawing the bow, the Hikiwake, I could feel the honest burn of strain in my muscles. I loved sport, I really did, moving my body. It went even beyond getting strength to protect myself, Eri and my brother. That was important too, but I wanted to express myself through sport, to find something I was good at, that I enjoyed… forcing my mind ever inwards, the weight in my lower body was spreading to my heart, my lungs feeling damp and weighty.

Undeterred, I moved to the Kai, drawing my bow fully. My parents had scrimped and saved for this bow, my brother contributing too, so I’d always looked after it. My hands were sweaty, my breath coming in hot gasps, yet despite that I felt full of energy. Now it was time for…

Hanare… the release. Opening my eyes I released the arrow held taut against the string of my bow. It streaked towards the target, and it almost felt as if… something… was lifting free from me, streaming out of my lower body, following the arrow. I felt hot in my lower body, the pressure, the weight diminishing, and the final stage, the Zanshin, where I should remain joined with the shot, my consciousness with the arrow, shattered completely. Wow, shit. No way. I didn’t wet myself did I? Even if only Eri is here, my life would be over at that point…

As I was thinking stupid thoughts, checking my lower body, finding in relief I was still dry, the arrow struck home in the target with a distinct thud. Prickles of energy were still moving through me despite my concentration having stopped, and as I went to retrieve my arrow I was surprised to see it having penetrated far further than normal. It was quite the effort pulling it free, the edges where the arrow had bit in were cut smooth like glass.

Wow, that’s pretty odd. Hmm… A sudden pain sparkled in the centre of my forehead. Perhaps I had been pushing myself too hard lately. I was slick with sweat and exhausted, so I decided to call it a day. After all, Eri had things to do as well. As I returned, bow in hand, Eri raced over with a cold towel.

Taking it, I grinned at her. “Tomorrow we get to see big bro again, right?”

“Yes, I can’t wait.” she agreed, smiling broadly. “I don’t think it’s going to be fun for Akio, talking to our parents, but if we have time to spend together, I’d be happy. Maybe Shaeula even has a solution for… well, you know.”

“Oh, I do.” I nodded. “Fortunately, you still have tonight to practice. The quicker you can master it, the quicker you can go back to snuggling my bro.” Snuggling was a euphemism of course. I have some delicacy. And wow, some trauma too.

“It isn’t just that I want…” she protested weakly, and we shared more laughter. “Oh, by the way Aiko, that last shot… it was the best I’ve ever seen. It almost seemed to shine in the setting sun. You looked so pretty taking your stance.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure why, but it really went in deep. Maybe I’m just that good?” I chuckled, the hole in the target fresh in my mind, while my body still tingled, somehow itchy within…


One Hundred And Thirty


After returning to the Boundary I had linked up with Shaeula again, pleased that she had fully recovered from her wounds. I had succeeded in removing my scars as well, so was feeling quite positive, until we ran into a problem. Several new Defensive Emplacements had appeared in the enemy Territory, which made our avenues of attack narrower.

The spectral woman was also proving problematic, her attacks vicious indeed, and even Grulgor was forced to retreat from her overwhelming wave of metal spikes and debris, his armour dented and scratched. Which of course I had to fix…

I was unwilling to try a full-on attack, since the casualties were likely to be heavy, win-or-lose, and while we could bring back the weaselkin, we had already lost too many Trolls and white snakes in the past, so losing any more would be unacceptable. With that said, I put my time to use, once more trying to master earth and dark elemental energies, though once again I failed, merely gaining slight, barely noticeable insights into their nature.

The upgrade was also slowly ticking towards completion, and ether was starting to pile outside my Silo once more from natural accumulation and our kills, though it was still far from the large amount we had prior to my spending it. Fifty-two Astral days to go. Nearly half done… If our Territory was Rank 3, I was confident that would be more than enough advantage to win, but it was not to be, not yet. Still, as long as the stalemate continues, our advantage grows. Or it would, if only… Sadly my Anchor was in a place far too hard to defend. When the Territory upgraded I would definitely see if I could relocate it…

After bidding farewell to Shaeula once more, I returned to the Material, where the local time was early Friday morning. I spent a little time practising martial arts and spear techniques, before grabbing a quick shower and getting dressed in comfortable clothes, because today was the day I was going to move to the Shrine. It’s also the day my parents and the Mori’s are due to arrive… ugh, my stomach hurts…

Opening the door to my apartment I ran into Karen-chan, who was dressed in her work clothes, a white shirt, charcoal skirt and jacket pairing. On seeing me her expression brightened. “Good morning Akio-kun. Are you heading to the shrine today? I was just going there now. My office needs setting up. I can then get to work on your… unusual request.”

“Yeah, assuming everything looks good I’ll move today.” I said as we walked. We passed by a listless-looking older man who was peering out of the window at us with lifeless eyes. I think that was Tanaka-san, right? I heard he was let go by his company a few weeks back…

Karen-chan averted her eyes. When we were safely away from our apartment block she let out a sigh. “It makes me feel bad, seeing him. That was me, just a few days ago… poor bastard.” She turned to me then, expression serious. “I won’t forget what you’ve done for me, Akio-kun. A second chance is a precious thing. I won’t let you down, I promise!”

“I’m sure you won’t.” I smiled wryly, and I realised that I was half-reaching out for her head, to stroke it and ruffle her hair as I would have done for Eri or Shaeula. Changing the motion into brushing back my own hair at the last minute, I thought I had managed to get away with it unnoticed. Damn, what was I thinking? Karen-chan is no young girl. I’d never have lived down the shame. I’ve spent too much time with girls who like that recently. Damn, I’ve become someone I hardly recognise, they call it being a riajuu, don't they? Someone in a relationship and satisfied with their life…

We made small-talk until we reached the shrine. There were dozens of workmen everywhere, and the noise of heavy machinery could be heard, roaring and growling away. My interest piqued, I went over to the proposed site of the new training facility, to find several industrial diggers scooping out vast masses of soil and rock, while other workers were drilling down metal foundation struts into the bedrock, following a series of marked-out areas.

“Damn, it’s pretty noisy. I feel bad for the Izumi’s.” I half-shouted over the tumult as I backed away, heading towards the outbuildings at the other side of the hill. “Sorry it isn’t the best working conditions for you, Karen-chan. I’ll consider that when your monthly bonus is calculated.”

“It isn’t so bad. It isn’t like I’m taking phone calls or anything like that yet, so I can just listen to music. Besides, it’s a little quieter over here.”

“Hmm, yeah, it is.” I agreed. We could still hear the construction clamour, but at this distance it was merely loud background noise, like sitting next to a major road. It should be bearable living here… and once the foundations are set, it should be better…

“So, you want to take a look?” Karen-chan asked, seeing me eyeing the outbuilding I had designated as my new home. “I made sure everything was done, so I think you’ll be satisfied.” She smirked then. “I can’t believe you ordered a big bed. Definitely room for two. Planning on having a fun time with your childhood friend? I get to meet her later, right? I can hardly wait. Who knows what I’ll say?” she grinned.

“You can say whatever you like, as long as you can help convince my father what I’m doing is on the level here. I don’t envy you. You’ll earn your bonus this month.”

“He can’t be that bad.” she said as she opened the door and we stepped inside. “It isn’t like you are doing anything illegal, so he should be pleased, right? I don’t really know what’s going on myself, but I’ve spoken to the family that owns the shrine, so I know it’s legitimate.”

“If only that was the case. My father … well, you’ll see.” I bit down a sigh. Looking around I was impressed. The interior was cleaned up and had been aired out, the splintered and faded walls plastered and painted, the floor now polished wood, with matting laid down over it. Even the cracked windows had been replaced.

Yeah, it’s big. Nice. Opening the doors and checking out the other rooms, I could see the master bedroom, which indeed had a large bed, fit for two. There were also wardrobes and other furniture that I had ordered. There were two smaller bedrooms, which were also furnished. One for Shaeula, and eventually for my sister too…

There was also an office room, and I could see that the internet had been connected, ready for when I moved my PC in. The kitchen and dining area was also refurbished, with new appliances plugged in. The final room to check was the bathroom, and as I entered I let out an exhalation of pleasant surprise.

“Yeah, I am pretty certain you are planning on having naughty fun.” Karen-chan teased me again. “That’s a big bathtub.”

“Hey, it was already there, so it’d be a shame not to use it.” I protested. “Still, they’ve done good work in a few short days.” The bathtub glimmered, taps and other plumbing replaced and the surface re-enamelled. The toilet had been converted to a western style, and the shower area had also been replaced. It had cost a ton to rush everything, but it was worth it.

“This place sure beats our apartment block, right?” Karen-chan said. “I’m jealous. Oh well… you want me to call the movers and bring over your stuff?”

“Nah, I can do it myself.” I declined it, not because of the cost, but because I might as well treat it as a workout. “So, how’s your office? You have everything you need?”

“It’s all in hand. I’ve kept the receipts, but you did say I can make myself comfortable. I didn’t skimp on the chair.” She raised an eyebrow teasingly.

I shrugged. “If it encourages you to work harder, it’s a small price to pay.”

“I’m not sure if you are a good boss or just a pushover.” Karen-chan grinned. “Anyway, I’m going to get set up, then I’ll start researching that shrine. Man, every day is crazy now. In a good way.”

Leaving me to it, Karen-chan left to set up her office properly now it had been repaired. I then ran back to my apartment, working up a sweat. Loading up a backpack and a series of heavy bags weighing many kilograms, I then jogged rapidly back to my new home, before unloading the stuff. Now I look at it, I’ve spent way too much over the years on manga, anime, games and figurines. Considering how tight money was… well, a man had to have his hobbies. But now that I had a girlfriend, no, a fiancée, I felt a little… abashed… at having them in my… no, our… room.

As a compromise I started unloading them in my office instead. It’s a luxury having a separate space to work in, for sure. I made several more trips, even lugging back my TV and Computer in one go. Several passers-by shot me odd looks as I jogged with my burden, but since it was at the borders of what a very fit person could do, I didn’t feel any need to hide my strengths.

The next trip, I ended up carrying the antique doll that contained the spirit. It was still immobile and silent, and even when we entered the Boundary it merely sat there, no signs of life, but… It’s rather creepy, but Shaeula felt we needed it, and we risked a lot for it… Dropping it off in my new office, it was time to bring Shaeula over.

Her Material body was still lying there, as still and lifeless as the doll. That was going to be a problem. I could carry her, she was quite light, but if anyone saw me… yeah, no way I’d talk my way out of that one easily… With that in mind, I decided to enter the Boundary for a bit, and swap with Shaeula so she could walk to the Shrine and come back from there.

“Master, you have returned with some-some haste. Is there a problem?” Shaeula asked when she spotted me. She was discussing some plans with the White Snake Kami and her Kamaitachi.

“No, nothing to worry about. It’s just we are moving into our new home, and I don’t want to be arrested carrying around your Material body. Could you pop back to the Material and head over to the shrine? I’ve set you up your own room, so you can return there. Oh, and you can ask for anything else you want to make the place your own.”

“I see, well as a princess I shall not-not hold back. I must live in the luxury I deserve. But for now-now… I shall return soon. All is quiet here, so you should have little-little to do.”

With that, she departed, and I asked about the current situation. It was much as Shaeula had intimated, although apparently our scouts had noticed further strange Buildings starting to appear, probably more Defensive Emplacements.

If they take an Astral day to build, like mine do, then they can only build so many, but it’s still problematic. The longer we drag this out, the harder a successful invasion will be…
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“So, I’ve gathered some preliminary information.” Karen-chan said, handing me some printouts, leaning back in her very nice chair. She wasn’t kidding about breaking the bank on it. Oh well…

Taking the documents, which seemed to be a combination of internet articles, Facebook postings, and clippings from a local newspaper, I browsed them.

“So, I believe the shrine you mean is Hisuikomushi, it matches the location and description.” Karen-chan continued. “It’s a minor shrine with no notable deities, and the area of Tokyo it is in has an… unsavoury… reputation, with organised crime and poverty rife. It’s like a mini slum.”

Reading the documents I could see she was right. Police reports of local gang-fights, prostitution and more. But what was interesting was… yes, these Facebook posts…

“Quite the coincidence, isn’t it?” Karen-chan looked at me, pondering. “Were you expecting something like this?”

“Not exactly.” I admitted. “But… good job finding this. So, the master of the shrine, Kikuchi-san, is in a coma, and has been for quite a while.” The timing is very suspicious. The start of summer break isn’t that long after I was visited by Exposition-san…

“Yes, I feel sorry for the children. They have no mother according to posts I found, and the son had to come back from university to look after his school-age sister. But they are poor, so… those hospital bills must be ruining them…”

“That is odd, yes.” I wonder how they are paying…

“So, was this the kind of thing you were looking for?” Karen-chan asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah, not bad, not bad at all. I wouldn’t have thought to use Facebook and social media. See what else you can find out next time, but for now, take a break. I’ll let you know when you need to meet my father.”

“Roger that.” She saluted lazily. “Well, until later then.”

After she left I considered the information. Very suspicious. I thought maybe the master of the shrine was my rival, but now… that seems unlikely. I would have to see if Hisuikomushi was a true shrine. No doubt Izumi-san could tell me…
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“So, about an hour then?” I said, and the girl on the other end of my phone, Eri, spoke brightly.

“Yes, we are on the last train before Tokyo station. So, have you finished moving?”

“Yeah, everything went smoothly. So, do you think you can find the shrine, or should I come meet you all?” Damn, the time of my doom is approaching…

“I think we can manage. It’s near where we stayed before, right?”

“Yeah. You just take…” I explained the route to the shrine, and where my new abode was.

“Great! Well, we’ll see you soon, Akio. Love you!” she said, and I flushed at her open affection, especially since I knew my parents were listening. Still, I was a changed man, not repeating past mistakes so…

“Yeah, I love you too. I’ll show you my new home, I think you’ll like it.”

After she hung up, I let out a long sigh. The time was approaching, so I dropped a text to Karen-chan to get ready, and also briefed Izumi-san on what he needed to say. Checking on Shaeula, her body lying still in her own room, I made sure that the door was shut tight, to prevent any mishaps.

Once I’ve survived this, I can concentrate on dealing with my enemy in the Boundary. I had believed thinking that would make me feel better, but the knots in my stomach were still there like lead. Old fears die hard, I guess… Making one last check of my new home to make sure everything was in order, I decided to have a few fortifying shots of hard alcohol to steady my nerves…


Side Thirty-Three – Three Factions Of Faith


First - Uchida Yamato, Chosen Of Kannon – Susanoo Faction

The flickering lights of the shrine shone golden, illuminating the great statue of Kannon. Here in the Spiritual Realm it was somehow even more magnificent, and Yamato felt a surge of pride within, knowing that he had been called by his Deity, the Goddess of Mercy.

The braziers that lit the abnormally large chamber, which dwarfed the true size of the Kiyomizu-Dera in the Mortal realm, were colossal, giving off a bright, metallic light that no mortal lamp could shed. In the deep shadows cast by the illumination waited his Golden Warriors, the servants of Kannon that he could now command, six golden golems each two metres in height, their faces sculpted into expressions of pity, charity, love, hope and more…

I am one who is to save the world. I always thought I was destined for bigger things. If only the others could see that too. He frowned, remembering the clash he had with the adherents of the Amaterasu faction. It had not come to violence, in the end, but it was a close-run thing. The Divine land of Kyoto, second only perhaps to the sacred mountain Fuji or the Grand Shrine at Ise, it had a wealth of spiritual beings and treasures, all of which would be needed to stave off the oncoming disaster the Gods had prophesied.

Yamato had backed down first, though it was with heavy heart and gritted teeth. Nothing is served fighting each other, not when there are many present threats here that challenge us. Still, to surrender to the aggression of Amaterasu is unbecoming of those of us in Susanoo faction…

The silence of the great Kiyomizu-Dera was unnerving. The temple should have been full of lesser Kami, serving Kannon, yet none of them were present. Instead, Yamato had to face the trials of the Spiritual Realm alone.

Alone. Ugh. He shivered, remembering the battle he had endured with a pack of Yōkai that made the spiritual Kyoto their home. In the end he had won, his golden servants tearing several of them apart, forcing the others to flee, yet he had suffered numerous wounds, the pain rocking his very soul. And when he had returned to the realm of mortals, his body was wounded, torn flesh and bright blood greeting him, as well as the pain.

The pain… I thought I was going to die… As he exited the temple, emerging out into the heavily-charged air of Spiritual Kyoto, he remembered his wounds. While he was now a chosen of Kannon, up until only a few scant weeks ago, he was just a student at Kyoto university. A smart and handsome one to be sure, and of a powerful bloodline, but the most fighting he had ever done was a brief skirmish over a girl in a bar, and that had only left bruises.

Even though he recovered from injuries far faster than he ever had before, it had still shaken his resolve, and it had taken a week before he had dared to venture back into the Spiritual Realm. I need to be stronger, only then can the true glory of Kannon shine again in these dark times. And I shall be the new champion, who protects humanity, praised and respected by all.

The outside of the temple was also more magnificent, a towering edifice of gold and red. Great sprays of indigo light were fountaining out from the ground and spreading into the sky, raining down like shimmering purple and blue snow. Breathing deeply Yamato drew in the light, feeling energy spreading through his body. Behind him came his Golden Warriors, forming up on either side of him, also drawing in the pure energies.

Looking out across Kyoto there were many wonders, more than could be seen in the mortal world. In addition to the many shrines and temples, all of which were more splendid and opulent than could have been imagined, there were also natural wonders, such as great surges of elemental energies, forests of living trees, and lairs of Yōkai only dreamt of in myth. Still, they were not what he was seeking. There. Still working well, at least…

A small collection of golden hands, each the size of a person, were gathered on the border of his spiritual sphere of influence. As he observed, a skittering creature, a cockroach the size of a large pony, slithered its way along the white-paved street. The golden hands reacted, flying out and slapping at it, and the cockroach burst apart in a spray of gore and spiritual energy, which was quickly absorbed by his area of influence, passing on some back to him, and he felt a slight strengthening.

Widening my sphere of influence would be suicidal right now, since Kyoto is crawling with such things… and those from other factions cannot be trusted to act in the best interests of us all. Why father is so concerned about the losses of our enemies is beyond me.

Of course, even if such was beyond him right now, once the Conclave was held and everyone fell in behind him, he would be able to draw on their support to quickly purge Kyoto of Yōkai, beasts and those who were foolishly standing in his way. I know it’s politics, but when irrefutable proof of my blessing is available to all, I can’t believe that we are still delaying, jockeying for benefits. Following me is the only wise path.

The golden hands were slaughtering more beasts, pure spiritual power their reward, and Yamato had to decide how to deploy his reserves. Concentrating, he sent up a brief prayer to his Goddess, and one of the hands was enveloped in a brilliant glow, shrinking in on itself, going dormant.

Strengthening the Hands of Forgiveness takes priority. I can always expand later. Father was preparing support for him, and letting others take the risks was wise, as clearly Yamato was too valuable to lose. Once more he remembered the injuries he had taken. Yes, never again.

Still, even if he did not expand, there were benefits to be had absorbing such rich spiritual energy. Making up his mind, Yamato retreated back to the temple proper, his golden guardians silently following…
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Second – Kudou Yasuhide, Master of Ryōan-ji Temple, Tsukuyomi Faction

Overlooking the impressive rock gardens of Ryōan-ji, the many visitors from both Japan and abroad enjoying the magnificent spiritual scenery, Yasuhide stroked at his long beard, the wispy white strands making him look ascetic, his sparse and gaunt frame belying the muscles that still hid within his Buddhist robes.

To think that Uchida-san and Saionji-san are squabbling over such trivial matters in these times. The young really have little insight. Still, with the Grand Shrine at Ise being seen by many as being in his corner, due to Ise being dedicated to Amaterasu, with her as a priestess chosen, Saionji-san has the momentum, and it isn’t in his interest to allow opposition to crystallise against his dominance…

Still, even though he could understand it, that didn’t mean he was any more pleased with it. Others from his moderate faction had urged him to throw in with Uchida-san and force through the Conclave, claiming it should have already been done, and a unified front should be arranged, but…

Much as I sympathise with Uchida-san’s position, and I do believe that pushing back the Conclave again and again weakens Japan as a whole, I understand the reasons that make it a choice I must support, however it displeases me. Besides, there are other concerns only we know of… It all came down to a matter of strength, and while Uchida-san’s young pup was from a good bloodline and was apparently making solid progress, it was hard to deny that Susanoo faction was clearly the weakest currently. And of course, it isn’t just the case that we have to worry about whatever calamity the Kami wish to prevent…

His musings were interrupted by the ringing of his phone, and upon seeing the caller, he quickly took the call. “Takakura-sama, I was just thinking of you. To what do I owe the pleasure?” Yes, the nobility have the same concerns as I…

“Kudou-san, I’ve told you time and time again, there is no need for such niceties.” Takakura-sama answered, a little exasperated. “Still, I expect I am wasting my time as always. As for the reason for my call… I have an opportunity, to which I thought I would offer you first.”

“Oh, I am all ears, do tell.”

“In these unprecedented times, the nobility are looking for closer ties with the other Pillars, especially the shrines and temples. Fujiwara-sama feels that it would be wise to make sure the sons and daughters of nobility are more comprehensively educated in the mysteries of faith. He is looking for girls of good standing, appearance and character, who are willing to transfer to the school of nobility for girls in Tokyo, as well as accompany his daughters.”

“I see, that makes sense.” Yasuhide nodded to himself, still stroking his beard. “I would welcome closer relations with the nobility myself. Maximising our progress is likely to be… expensive. Still, Takakura-sama, that doesn’t explain why you came to me. Saionji-san’s faction has more shrine maidens active than anyone, assuming that everyone is being honest with their gains.”

“The Three Grandfathers feel that might be interfering too much in matters of faith, giving too much power to one side of the scales. Better to continue to allow the temples and shrines to work things out as they always have, so long as it does not imperil Japan, of course.”

Takakura-sama spoke harshly, and Yasuhide couldn’t help but agree. “I have been worried about such myself. Other countries and cultures have their own Gods, and we… well, we are not universally loved, are we? I was hoping that Uchida-san and Saionji-san could come to a quick compromise, so that we could start preparing for foreign troubles, but alas, the two sides are too imbalanced. Who would have thought that the Priestess of Ise Grand Shrine would be chosen…?”

“Indeed, we only learned of this recently. It… complicates… matters.” Takakura-sama agreed. “Though I feel there is some method to the Kami’s choices, as international rumours have reached us… well, no matter, that means little to us right now. So, your granddaughter… she would be perfect to guide the granddaughters of Fujiwara-sama, would she not?”

My granddaughter? Shiori is a good girl, to be sure, but… “Far be it from me to question your choices, but my Shiori… she’s a little… outspoken and wilful. Not a good fit for the esteemed daughters of Fujiwara-sama.” He was starting to sweat, imagining his granddaughter causing trouble for the flowers of true nobility.

“On the contrary, I feel that is exactly what they need. We must all make sacrifices. I too…” Takakura-sama trailed off, before speaking again, his voice sour. “… since my family has long familiarity with the religions of this land, yet have no daughters in direct line, we have had to call back some… branch families.”

Yasuhide nodded despite his reservations, fully aware of the difficult circumstances that the Takakura family had laboured under during the modern age. “… if you are going so far, I can hardly say no, but, I have some concerns …”

“You need not worry about them, Fujiwara-sama is more than willing to be understanding.”

With the decision made, Yasuhide felt a headache coming on, but after some further discussion he hung up. Damn, how am I going to explain this to my dear Shiori? She’ll love going to Tokyo and associating with the beautiful noble girls at the famed Hanafubuki Private Academy, but… Pinching his nose to stop the headache he went to dial another number on his phone, only to be stopped as a gentle bell rang, the sound melodious and calming.

Her? Now? This can’t be a coincidence. Not more bad news, I hope…

The sliding door which was silk painted in the image of the three great Gods slid open, to reveal a woman wearing shrine maiden attire, her face veiled with pure white silk, obscuring her features, trailing a train of loose black hair that cascaded all the way down her back and even to the floor. “Master Kudou, my greetings. Now is a good time, yes?”

Her voice was both young and old, bright and cold, very… strange, yet compelling, almost forcing one to listen.

He bowed to her, hiding his suddenly uncharitable thought. You know it’s a good time, you always know. His expression softened, regretting the stress he was under making his thoughts less than charitable. I, more than anyone, know what she has given for the faith, for Japan. I am one of the mere handful who know a little of her truer self, not merely the veil she wears as armour. “Lady Diviner, of course. I could use something to take my mind off my current woes. Good news would be delightful.”

Her laugh was like the ringing of the temple bells. “Good news? In these times? Surely you jest, Master Kudou. Still, I can offer some shards of hope, I believe.”

“Shards, huh. How apt.” he smiled solemnly, preparing to listen to her foretellings. “Let us hope they don’t cut the hand we use to grasp them.” It was on her instructions, passed on from Tsukuyomi, that we have allowed this stupid stalemate between Amaterasu and Susanoo, despite it putting us all at risk of falling behind. After all, was not delay the only way we would be able to face the twin dragons she prophesied would ravage this country, the Great Red Dragon Of The Numberless East, a billion strong, and The White Divine Dragon Of The West, that which claims to be the only Divinity. Though how weakening ourselves with such internal strife protects us, only the Gods themselves know, it is beyond us mortals. If only they could be clear...

“So, do tell, Lady Diviner. What news from your patron, Tsukuyomi?”

“While I was meditating in the Spiritual World, honing my gifts, drawing on the wisdom of my predecessors, I received further clarity on my previous visions. The time to delay is not yet over. I see someone outside of the factions, blessed by both the Kami and other, stranger beings. My vision is still clouded, but without them, the breath of destruction from the Red Dragon will burn our land to ashes. Even with him, the calamity will be terrible, but under the reflected light of the moon I see life preserved, and shoots of recovery sprouting from the charred soil.”

A moon omen. The most powerful she can see. “It seems Tsukuyomi truly loves you, Lady Diviner. Still, as your lineage is purer than any other than the Lady of Ise, I should have expected no less.” The fact that she is one of the chosen of the Gods gives our faction huge sway, and is to be expected. If not her, then who else is worthy, has given so much to the Gods? Even so… Saionji-san held all the advantages, but his delaying of Conclave was serving the Diviner's, and thus Tsukuyomi's, will.

“I’ll keep stalling then. But even within Amaterasu faction, there are those that feel the Conclave should be soon, never mind those within our faction or Susanoo. I can’t stir the pot forever. Is there anything else you can tell me?”

She nodded, her veil dancing. “I see six figures, each corresponding to a Buddhist Realm, though this may well just be a Divine conceit, not that they are such beings. I believe they are women. I cannot see all of them clearly, four are in deep, impenetrable shadows, yet I can see two. Princesses, one of Beasts and one of Humans. And grave danger approaches them both, creeping ever closer. Should they not be saved, then not only will Japan fall, but the very world…”

“Princesses? Is the Lady of Ise… no, surely not…” he pondered, but she was not done, and her strange voice continued.

“I see the first sunrise of a new year. And reality itself shudders, something breaking through. If any of these six figures has perished, then … I fear that night shall fall upon humanity.”

“And how does this tie into your previous visions?” he asked, cursing that even with her ancestral powers strengthened by Tsukuyomi, her words were still unclear. Yes, the Gods reveal themselves to her, but... they ask much from her too. Is it too much to pray for a little clarity? “What can we do to forestall this?”

“For the Princess of Beasts, a great black giant is creeping closer, ready to devour her. For the Princess of Humans, she is surrounded by many false friends in masks of white, blank expressions hiding malice, hands clutching daggers dripping poison behind their backs. In the shadows I see other calamities, yet they remain veiled from my sight. The only way they can be saved is by one who holds darkness in one hand, light in the other, and twilight on his back. And should we not delay the Conclave, the darkness will instead slip away, vanishing….”

Darkness, Light and Twilight? Clearly a Divine metaphor. So the Conclave must still be postponed…

Seeing that the Diviner was obviously exhausted, her body language clear beneath her obscuring robes, Yasuhide rang a bell, summoning a pair of shrine maidens to assist her to her rest. I shouldn't bemoan my own troubles. The Diviner is stretched thin, every waking moment dedicated to charting our course through this mess. I wish I could do more. I have known her for many years, and am one of the few who understand her true self, what little she lets us see, not the veil she wears. But unfortunately, all I can do is listen to the words of Tsukuyomi she shares with us. So... Six Realms of Buddhism? A good omen for this shrine. But a giant of darkness that devours, and blank-faced false friends of poisonous blades? I must do research. They do not remind me of anything, yet the Diviner is never wrong, less now she has been chosen…

Shaking his head, Yasuhide watched as the new arrivals escorted her out. Though it would have been better had someone else been given this burden. She carries quite enough on her frail shoulders already...
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Third – Saionji Gin – Master of Kinkaku-Ji, Amaterasu Faction

“… and that’s my report. Unfortunately it is unlikely he will survive, his wounds are too severe.”

Gin clicked his tongue, annoyed. The priest before him bowed before scuttling off, relieved to be out from his burning gaze. Drumming his fingers reflexively on the polished surface of the antique table that served as his desk, he considered the problem.

I can’t believe that one of my own faction would be so foolish as to go against me. Even that fence-sitter Kudou is giving me support, wondrously unlikely though that is. Still, not only do we have the most chosen in our faction, the Shrine Maiden of Ise Grand Shrine awakened, and while I cannot truly claim her as one of our own, as she is bound to remain neutral in these disputes, as the enshrined Deity there is Amaterasu, naturally her achievements reflect on us, and many consider her still in our faction.

“That damn imbecile. I warned him not to push his luck, the dangers of the Spiritual Realm are not to be trifled with. It seems that we are disadvantaged as the Kami of Kyoto and their servants are largely too powerful to manifest in the Spiritual Realm as of yet. Slow and steady to win the race, especially since we hold all the advantages.”

The biggest one of all being the secret that Gin himself had received the call, the shining golden light that matched the golden coat of Kinkaku-Ji, the touch of Avalokiteśvara itself upon him. Keeping it from all but the most trusted members of his faction, he had been leveraging it to his advantage, using the chosen he controlled to support expanding his sphere of influence in the Spiritual Realm, growing it around the magnificent golden edifice that was the Spiritual Kinkaku-Ji. Of course this means that only I am truly fit to lead the faithful in these new times. Just like Kinkaku-Ji, which was rebuilt from the flames of disaster, Japan will rise through this, stronger and better, standing above all other nations.

It was a bit disappointing that the Diviner was not under his control, but the old fox Kudou was being supportive, to an extent anyway, so it wasn’t out of the question that he could take her in, and Gin would be far better placed to support her than old man Kudou, and leverage her talents and great gifts for the good of the faith and Japan… Everything was running so smoothly, this is a setback. I can deal with it, but... it still annoys me!

To think that one of his own would disobey him, trying to strengthen his powers while not giving Gin his due. At least his foolishness received a fair reward. Leaving the shelter of one’s shrine to raise influence outside seemed a good idea, but things lurked out there, things of dark myth and legend that were said to even rival the Kami themselves. He had seen them, on occasion, when he visited the Spiritual Realm in secret. That dark Parade, passing through the streets, destroying anything in their path. No, to expect a fool to survive an encounter of such magnitude would be insane.

It wouldn’t be possible to keep his demise a secret, much like news of that foolish girl who had died doing the same greedy thing. That was why a firm hand was needed, lest enemies both spiritual and human take advantage of their weaknesses.

“If I delay the Conclave until a good chunk of Spiritual Kyoto is under my control, then it would be impossible not to concede to my leadership. And progress is being made to that end, even if it is slower than I would wish…” he mused. “… still, this setback is vexing.”

Surely there was some way to expedite things, as he was running out of reasons to delay, and that sly fox Kudou could change his mind at any time. Wait, that’s it! Of course! Eyes straying to his phone, he reached for it, quickly dialling a number. This is a risk, a big one, but if it pays off… well, I won’t even need to buy time…

“Good afternoon. Please forgive me for calling so abruptly, but I have a very important matter to discuss….”


One Hundred And Thirty-One


Well, here we go then. Steeling myself for what was to come as I heard the voices of my family and the Mori’s approaching, I once more cast my gaze around the room. Yeah, everything is in order. Karen-chan and Izumi-san are available for when I need them. I can do this.

Opening the door to my new home, I smiled brightly. “So you found the place all right then? Come in, I’ve got some snacks and drinks ready.”

“That sounds great, Akio. The trains here are really tiring.” Eri said, rushing over to give me a hug. As she pressed against me, her face pink with embarrassment over showing such affection in front of her parents, she gave me a little kiss, just a peck on the lips. “I know it’s only been a few days, but I missed you.”

“I missed you too.” I replied. “But absence makes the heart grow fonder, right?”

“Wow, I’m feeling a little sick now. So much sugar.” My sister shuddered theatrically. “You two lovebirds can surely manage to go five minutes without flirting, right, right? Seriously though…” She looked around at the repainted and repaired building. “This place is way better than that tiny room you were living in before. I like it, I know I’ll enjoy it here.”

I know I said she could move here if she needed too, but still…

“Yes, it’s nice.” Eri agreed sweetly. “Our home.”

Before I could answer that one, my father cleared his throat. “I understand you are happy to see my son again, Eri-san, but we should continue this inside.”

Ignoring the smiles of her parents and my mother, Eri nodded, letting me go, though she still clung to my hand. “I’m sorry, father-in-law. But like I’ve said before, you should just call me Eri, there’s no need for formality between us, after all, I’ll soon be your daughter.”

“Hmm.” My father nodded slowly. “My son and I have much to discuss regarding that matter, but for now…” He turned his gaze to the young girl who was hiding behind everyone else, looking extremely nervous. Seeing all our gazes go to her, she bowed low, her pigtails bouncing.

“Akio-sama, thank you for looking after me. I shall work as hard as I can to serve both you and the needs of Chairoakitara shrine and our noble Kami.” She spoke very seriously, her determination to be mature forcing a smile from me. Aww, she’s so serious. It’s very cute. But I don’t like being called Akio-sama, it does not suit me.

“Don't worry, I made promises to your mother and grandfather that I’d make sure you were well taken care of. Besides, I think you’ll like it here. The big city is a far-cry from Nishimorioka, and even if Shirohebizumi shrine is a little… rustic… we are also doing business with Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine, so I daresay we can visit. There’s a couple of shrine maidens there, twins, only a bit older than you. I dare say you can be friends.”

“Hikawa-Kawagoe?” uncle Mori said, surprised. “Even I have heard of them, it’s one of the shrines you think about when you talk Tokyo. See, Taichi, I told you there was nothing to worry about. Son-in-law is a smart boy, he can handle things just fine.”

“Do excuse me, but perhaps I should not be listening to matters of family, your private business?” Marika-chan asked, still nervous.

Poor girl, I bet she had to listen to no end of talk on the journey. Sparing her an understanding grin I patted her on the head, causing her to blink in surprise. Eri’s hand tightened on mine a little painfully, but I squeezed her back reassuringly. You don’t have to be jealous of her, she’s just a kid…

“Don’t worry about it. If anything, we should be apologising to you for making you uncomfortable. I’ll take you to the room you’ll be living in later, it’s in the main shrine. It’s furnished, but if you need anything else, anything at all, let either me or someone from the shrine know, and I’ll make sure you get it. My secretary Karen-chan is available if you have any problems. But for now…” I wanted to make sure she was relaxed. I still felt bad bringing Marika-chan away from home at such a young age, even if the experience benefitted me and should be a memorable one for her. “… I have tasty treats ready, so you might as well enjoy some with us.”

“If you are sure, Akio-sama…” she began, but I cut her off.

“Please, I know you were raised very politely, but I’m no-one so special as to be a -sama. I’d really appreciate it if you could use a more… informal… way of speaking.”

She looked doubtful, but then auntie Mori chimed in, cackling heartily. “You see that, Taichi, Emi, little Aki will make a wonderful father, he’s so understanding of younger children, especially girls. I suppose that’s only natural, considering he looked after little Ai and my Eri all these years.”

“Mother, that's so embarrassing!” Eri protested, while Aiko giggled at the scene. Eri snuggled in against me, trying to hide her flushed face.

“You see, Marika-chan?” I grinned, a bit shamefaced. “I’m just like anyone else, at the mercy of teasing from my family. Anyway, everyone should come in, no point standing around outside.”

“Yeah, if it’s as nice inside as out, I can hardly wait.” my sis exclaimed.

It sure should be, considering the scandalous fees I spent getting a rush job on the repairs and refits. On the brighter side though, I had nothing to do but drink and wait for them to arrive, but after a few to steady my nerves I realised meeting my father drunk would be stupid, so I distracted myself by gambling, and even without the fortunate winds I won a decent amount.

Guiding everyone inside I gave them a brief tour, though I obviously skipped Shaeula’s room. My sis was very pleased with the room I had set aside for her should she choose to come to Tokyo in the future, and when everyone saw my room… well, didn’t think this through all the way…

“My, that’s quite the large bed there, isn’t it little Aki?” auntie Mori was teasing me. “Whatever could you need it for?”

“Come now, don’t tease him too much, dear.” Uncle laughed heartily, slapping me on the back. “He’s a healthy young man, and our daughter is …”

“Mother, father! Please shut up!” Eri was purple with shame, while Marika-chan was looking perplexed.

“Indeed, this is not a subject for in front of a guest who has been entrusted to my son.” My father stopped the conversation, and I let out a grateful sigh.

“Yeah, seriously. Not a talk for now, right? Sorry about that Marika-chan. I’ve got some cake, I have it on good authority from the shrine maidens here that it’s really good.”

“Oho, that sounds interesting. I’m sure you want to hear all about these shrine maidens, right Eri?” my sister interjected, and as Eri nodded, her gaze on me, I bit down a sigh. Why do I feel guilty? I’ve done nothing wrong…
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“You weren’t kidding bro, this cake is the best!” My sis was digging into a strawberry shortcake, crumbs and cream all over her face.

Can’t you be more feminine? I mean, I guess there’s nothing wrong with being a tomboy, but a lot of guys like their girls more… well… girly, I guess. You should be a bit more like Eri…

As if she heard my thoughts, Eri set down the fork she was using, dabbed gently at her own face, and then began to clean Aiko with a napkin, ignoring her protests. “We have a guest, so you should be less of a glutton.” she sighed.

“Rude!” my sis protested, but she conceded the point. “Still, yeah, don’t want to look a slob in front of Marika-chan here! This cake is too damn good though!”

Marika-chan let out a quiet giggle, seeming more at ease now. As the girls (and my mom, luckily, as she was terrible with booze) made do with cake and juice, I was drinking with my father and the Mori’s. The beer was cold and refreshing, and not too strong.

“So, I saw the construction site.” My father remarked, having relaxed a little, beer in hand. Despite that, his gaze was piercing, trying to divine my true intentions.

“That reminds me…” my sis piped up, interrupting, which was welcome as it gave me a little more time to gather my thoughts. “Where’s Shaeula? I can’t believe she is missing out on these cakes.”

Good question. “She’s at work at the moment. Don’t worry though, I’m not subjecting her to brutal overtime, I’m not a black company.” I said lightly. “We are taking things in shifts until the initial steps are all complete.”

“I see.” father pondered. “I am still… concerned. This business venture is way outside your area of expertise. I know you explained it to me over the phone, however… you can hardly blame me for being worried. I would not want my son to stray from the right path.” His gaze moved over to Eri, who was still enjoying the snacks. “Especially not now.”

So it’s time then. “Well, I get it, I do. A few months ago, I wouldn’t have imagined I’d be in this position. I’d be a poor son if I didn’t set my father’s mind at ease. Uncle and auntie too. After all, you have Eri’s future to think about.”

“I know she’s safe with you, little Aki!” auntie Mori exclaimed.

“She is, but anyway… I’ll call over my secretary and the head of the shrine. We can then go over what I can tell you without breaking confidentially agreements, and you can be assured.”
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“So, moving forwards, more and more shrines will be leveraging the special privileges that they have in terms of planning consent. Even overseas investment is possible. That concludes my presentation.” Karen-chan said, keeping composed, but with my enhanced perception I could see the minor trembling of her muscles and faint drops of sweat that signalled her extreme nervousness.

Seriously, good job though. you are definitely earning this bonus. Although… Karen-chan had put together a presentation in a hurry, justifying my role and the hefty fictional commissions I’d be earning, but that meant she knew it was all fake. Still, due to her circumstances before I took her on, she’d be loyal enough to keep her concerns to herself. Sooner or later I’ll have to tell her more of the truth, but how much and when… the later I can push this dilemma to, the better.

Giving her a thumbs-up from behind my father and uncle Mori, I watched as my father checked the documents she had prepared. With my account with Midas Gold from Chase Bank, the air of legitimacy was strong. The fact that the master of the shrine, Izumi-san, was also corroborating my words and promising further shrines coming on board was enough to convince him. Like understands like, I guess. Kana-chan did say her grandfather was a stern, hard man. Him and my own father could be related…

“… such a fortunate series of coincidences. It all seems rather farfetched.” my father observed.

“Oh, come on Taichi, cut your boy some slack.” uncle Mori interjected. “You really think he’d go to all this trouble and get so many people onside just to cover up some shady dealings? Even our own town is working with him. That Takeyabashi girl is proof, right?”

Everyone nodded then, remembering just before this meeting, when we had taken Marika-chan to her new dwelling. Kana-chan and Nagi-san had met us there, and the dignified yet beautiful Nagi-san had made a good impression with my father. Marika-chan was satisfied with the newly refurbished room, and while reluctant to demand more, being a modest and proper young girl, Kana-chan talked her into asking for some things, which I immediately signed off on.

My father looked at me, and I met his gaze unwaveringly. I don’t feel guilty. I can’t explain it, but I’m doing good deeds. Besides, even if I was, with my high stats I could keep a decent poker-face, even against my father.

“Very well then.” He said after seeing my resolute stance. “If you will excuse me, Izumi-san. I appreciate you humouring me with this.”

“Pay it no mind.” Izumi-san waved his thanks away. “I have a son of my own. I understand wanting to make sure he stays on the right path. But rest assured, your son is a vital asset to the prosperity of our shrine and is merely rewarded accordingly.”

Of course, the real reward I’d like is nominal ownership. There’s time for them to decide, but the benefits to us all would be great.

After exchanging promises to have a drink together with him, while I thanked Karen-chan for her efforts, leaving her to gratefully retreat, with me allowing her to treat herself to any booze she wanted from the nearby supermarket, no matter the cost, we headed back to my outbuilding. My father and uncle Mori were talking quietly, admiring the newly repainted shrine.

On returning we found Eri and Aiko sitting listening to my mom and auntie Mori holding an animated discussion on… wedding plans.

“… you can’t beat traditional.” auntie was saying, getting a nod from my mom. “But then, a Western-style white dress can’t be beat either, especially since little Aki is half-British, right? Besides…” She turned her bright gaze on Eri, who was smiling at the thought. “… you’d look so gorgeous in a bridal gown. It’s so hard to choose.”

“Why decide then? Just have both.” My sis said, still eating cake. Gods, just how much can you tuck away? You’d better keep exercising or you’ll get fat…

“Both?” mom asked, and my sis nodded.

“Yeah, both. Just add in an extra bit of ceremony. Start traditional, then afterwards change into a Western gown. Big bro is a man of means now, and I’m sure he’ll do anything for Eri. Besides, you can’t tell me he won’t want to see her in both, right bro?” She winked at me, seeing we had returned.

“Well, it is a thing you only get to do once…” I pictured Eri in both outfits.

“Look, look!” My sis elbowed Eri. “He’s all red, thinking of you. Wow, such honesty. I’m touched at how my hopeless big brother moonstone has matured.”

“Yeah, well one of us had to.” I retorted. “Still, you do have a good idea now and again. Yeah, I think we’d be missing out if we didn’t go with both.”

“In that case…” mom said slyly. “… you would have to go with both a wedding kimono and a suit, right? Won’t that be a sight now that you’ve started taking care of yourself?”

Eri nodded fiercely, and auntie Mori laughed at the sight. “The wedding will be the talk of our town for seasons to come!” she agreed. “Now we just need to set a date!”

Uncle and my father were letting the girls talk, but father was not pleased, his expression grim, yet in the festive atmosphere he was unable to scold me. Although it’s coming, it’s definitely coming. He did warn me not to do anything foolish, and Eri might even be pregnant. I’ll be in for it later…

“Eri-san… Eri…” My father changed his method of address at everyone’s gaze. “Eri should finish her education first, even if she is not intending to go on to further education. It would be shameful otherwise. I still recommend that she thinks of her future with more clarity, but…”

“I thank you for your concern, but I’ve made up my mind.” Eri stood up to him, though her hands were white and trembling a little with the effort. “But I agree. Now isn’t the time for our wedding. I should finish school, and Akio needs to make sure his work is going well.”

“Little Eri is all grown up.” Auntie Mori praised her, eyes bright with unshed tears. “A mother always waits for this day.” She glanced at my mom. “You’ll have it too, Emi dear, when little Ai finds love.”

My sister scoffed loudly, but before she could speak Eri continued.

“We… might have had to rush, since…” Her voice shrank, but since Marika-chan was with Kana-chan in the main shrine, it was just us family here, leaving her free to speak. “… since we were hasty, but since I’m not pregnant…”

Wait, you aren’t? I mean, I guess it’s a good thing, now isn’t a good time, but… I must have looked strange, as Eri started giggling, while my sis and mom were laughing openly.

“I’m sorry Akio, I only found out yesterday. I didn’t think I should talk about it until we were face-to-face. I should have picked a better time though…”

I shook my head, dismissing her apology. “No, that’s not important. So, you’re all right?” My words had a double meaning, as I was not only concerned about her physical health and state of mind, but the state of her Chakra network also worried me.

Picking up on that, she smiled, reaching over and taking my hand. “I’m fine. We both know why we were so careless. I think this way is better. I want children, but not yet. I’ll… take care of things… in the future, until things have settled down and we are both ready. I’m sorry for being so insecure and immature. I’ll do better.”

Her hand was warm, and I could feel her pulse. Taking it with my other hand as well, I leaned over and kissed her gently. “Don’t worry about it. I am just as much at fault as you. I’ll be a man who always makes you feel safe and protected.”

With a wail of emotion my mom grabbed Eri in a hug, auntie Mori following, her unshed tears finally breaking free. I excused myself while the three women clutched each other, full of emotion. My sis was making gagging motions, showing her displeasure, but I guessed it was fake, judging by the expression on her face.

“Oh, Eri, my little girl. I’m so happy for you!”

“Well, we can’t argue with that, can we Taichi?” uncle Mori said, a wry expression on his face as he watched his wife and daughter, together with my mom. The floodgates had broken and they were all crying happily. “Your son is a man now, and my daughter is a woman. No point blaming them for growing up. Both of them are deadly serious about the future.”

My father sighed, but after a long draught of beer, he nodded. “It seems so. And there is no rewinding time. What they have done cannot be undone. At least the worst scenario was avoided, so…” He raised his half-empty can in a gesture to me. “… congratulations, my son. Still, do not let it go to your head. You will still need to support her, so work hard with this rare chance you have been given.”

Yeah, just like father. Even his praise comes with caveats. Still, I’m pleased we earned his acceptance. I’m even more pleased I might have avoided the brutal lecture…

Returning his toast, uncle Mori joined in, my sis looking on enviously as we drank…

Seriously, haven’t you had enough hangovers? Oh well…
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“… we can’t accept this. Seriously.” Uncle Mori was looking at me over a row of empty glasses. “I know you are marrying my little girl, but even so. We may be poor, and your parents have helped us out a lot in the past, but we still have our pride.”

So how am I going to convince them? My father was frowning as well, decidedly unimpressed with my proposal. After seeing the girls back to their hotel, father, uncle Mori and I had all gone out to a nearby izakaya, a traditional Japanese pub. I had thought that the atmosphere was perfect, so I had broached the subject of providing them with money, for my peace of mind, but… damn, I forgot how stubborn they can be.

“You have already given the girls so much.” uncle Mori continued. “Eri won’t tell me how much you gave her, but it’s enough to pay for… well, certain essential medicines. I remember when she would tell me anything… she’s all grown up.” He was maudlin, but still resolute in refusing me. “But even so. I may be your father-in-law, but I don’t need your charity. Just look after my little girl, make her happy. That’s all I need, and my wife would say the same.”

“Indeed.” My father agreed with him. “You will need to save money. With a wife to support, you need all the insurance against hard times you can gather. We know it well.” Beside him, uncle Mori was nodding, wholeheartedly supporting him.

It would be so much easier if I could tell the truth. “I know, I do.” I said, choosing my words carefully. “This opportunity came to me out of the blue, and I’m extremely thankful for it. It might not last forever, and I could be back to my previous unstable lifestyle as a freelancer. Even so… I want to make sure I’ve provided for my family. And that family now includes you, uncle.”

“I get that, but it’s too much. We don’t need…” he began again, but I was resolute.

“Seriously, I know what I’m doing. Eri and I can have peace of mind knowing that we’ve taken care of you all. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not going to keep throwing money at you.” I grinned to rob the words of any sting. “I intend to treat Eri to a better life. But when the next wave of projects is signed off, I’ll be making plenty of money. So at least let me do this. If you are really concerned, then don’t spend it all right away. It’s for emergencies and necessary expenses anyway. That way if it all goes wrong for me, you can give some of it back. Not that I’m expecting that.”

“Son, are you sure about this?” My father asked. “I respect that you are thinking of your family, that is what a good son should do, but I do not want your sudden good fortune to go to your head, ruining you and leaving you with nothing.”

Wise words, if not so much about the money as… other concerns. Like my enemy who threatens my Territory. “Don’t worry about me. I have everything under control. My secretary will arrange the transfers next week. I’m deadly serious about the future. After all, I have responsibilities. So believe in me!”

My father and uncle Mori couldn’t stand against my intensity. I could tell they had reservations, but so long as they accepted my goodwill, I could rest assured that my family was looked after, whatever happens. I need to arrange a will too, to make sure they get any remaining money in case of… the worst case scenario. I have no intention of dying, but I can’t rule anything out… Surprised at how accepting I was of the danger, compared to my nervous fumblings of the early days, I ordered us another round of drinks to celebrate.

Small victories. My father wasn’t as fierce as I expected. Perhaps I’m finally earning his respect? Taking a drink I was lost in thought, listening to the idle chatter that passed between my father and uncle Mori…


One Hundred And Thirty-Two


The next morning I was greeted by my father and Eri, who had returned from their hotel. My father was looking a little worse for wear, probably because we did pack away quite the large amount of booze in the izakaya, and once the issue with money was sorted and the drink had loosened his reserve, he and uncle Mori had spent quite some time bending my ear over my future relationship with Eri.

Yeah, I did not need uncle Mori telling me that Eri had a prescription for… contraception… so we had nothing to worry about. I mean, I know he and auntie have always wanted us to get together, but even so, shouldn’t a father be less enthused about his daughter having relations… and as for my own father…

Mom had often bragged that father had only ever had one woman, her, and my father expected the same for me. He had advised me at length that now we had entered into an adult relationship he wouldn’t tolerate us not sticking it out. He said I had made my bed, and now had to lie in it. British idiom aside that he had no doubt picked up from mom, my gaze strayed to the brightly smiling Eri, who was looking adorable in a long pleated skirt in a pale grey, coupled with a white t-shirt and cardigan combination. Well, at least my bed is beautiful…

“Good morning.” I greeted them, satisfied that my Ether Healing had robbed me of any hangover, a small bit of satisfaction against my father. “I thought you’d be sightseeing, since you are here another day.”

“I intend to rejoin my family and the Mori’s as soon as I drop off Eri here.” He stumbled over her name without an honorific a little, but he would have to get used to it. “It is hardly wise for a young girl to travel alone, even in a safe country like this.”

I nodded in agreement, remembering the trouble Konoe-san had with those thugs. Speaking of, I haven’t heard from her in a while. No doubt Shaeula has been texting her though, so no need to worry…

Eri’s gaze hardened a little, as if she could read my mind, and I put such extraneous concerns aside. Agreeing with my father, I answered. “Yeah, good call. This area isn’t the worst part of Tokyo, not by a long shot, but there was still some trouble a few weeks ago. So, Aiko not with you?”

Eri let out a laugh. “No, not today. She wanted to come and hang out, but our mothers insisted she should spend some time with the family, since she already had a trip with you last weekend. So, just us today!” Her cheeks were flushed, and I had to repress the urge to kiss her there and then. Yeah, not in front of father.

“That makes sense. Did you want anything to eat or drink before you go, father? I can whip something up.”

He declined, still looking pale and washed out, and after a brief exchange he departed, leaving Eri to follow me inside. I led her to the kitchen area and made her a light breakfast. “So, what do you want to do today? I have some things to take care of, which makes spending time with you a bit difficult, but since you came all this way…”

As she ate the grilled fish and rice I had prepared for her, she praised my cooking, which felt pretty good, as it was a skill I had to pick up when I became self-sufficient. After a little more thought, she shook her head. “I do want to spend time with you, but if you really can’t then I can just stay here for the day. I know times are tough for you right now, I want to be your support, not a burden.” She finished up, thanked me for the meal and then looked around. “So, where’s Shaeula? Is she still not back yet?”

“I’m afraid not. I was just going to do some quick exercise to hone my body and skills, and then return to the Boundary to reinforce her. We don’t exactly have a wealth of trustworthy personnel to rely on.”

“That sounds interesting. I’ve been doing my own training, just like Shaeula showed me, but maybe watching yours would help me too?”

Well, I don’t have a problem with that. “Sure, why not. I do a little bit of Chakra work while I train, so if you pay attention you might learn something.” One good thing about my new home was it was way less cramped, so I could practise with my training spear a lot more freely, as well as some of the martial arts that required more space.

For the next hour I ran through the forms I was training, my motions smooth blurs that exceeded human limits, all the while continuing to circulate aether around my Chakra network. I was also using a little of the energy to amplify my muscle movements, a very crude first step to some sort of body strengthening art. Though pushing it too far might prove an issue, so…

Eri watched me, rapt and hungry, as I sweated and strained. When I was finally finished she gave me a round of gentle applause, then brought over a towel and wiped the sweat from my brow and upper torso. “That was so impressive!” she gushed. “You’re like one of those action movie stars, so fast and strong.” She then looked up at me, her gaze impish. “If you want to take a bath before you go, I can wash your back for you? I can wash… other places too…” Her voice quietened towards the end, but her eyes were clear and determined.

Before I could respond, and I was very tempted, despite the fact it was too risky to fool around, soft footsteps could be heard from the other room. The door then sprung open, revealing Shaeula, still in her sleep yukata, her hair dishevelled. “Ahh, Eri. I thought you might-might be here.” she said languidly, stifling a yawn. “Akio did-did say you were visiting this weekend.”

She’s back? What about the Territory? Still, she wouldn’t leave it unguarded recklessly…

“Oh do not-not worry.” She waved away my concerns with one slender hand, as if reading my thoughts. Is that something all girls can do, as it seems to be happening to me a lot lately?

“We have repelled another major assault, this time one from two-two sides at once. Our enemy grows more cunning. But they shall not-not be able to marshal further forces for a while, so I felt the need to come see Eri and Aiko. Is she not-not here?”

“No, she’s with our family. They wanted to spend time with her.” Eri said, before rushing over to Shaeula. “I heard you were injured, are you all right? Akio should have done better keeping you safe, I’m going to scold him later. How is your leg now?” She bent down and lifted the hem of Shaeula's yukata, inspecting for wounds, but after my efforts it was smooth pale flesh, healed and unbroken.

Shaeula pulled her leg aside, though gently, and reached down to pat her head as she knelt. “I am fine, I am very-very strong, as you know.” She puffed out her chest pridefully. “Besides, Akio tried his best. In battle there is always danger. Still, he did-did repay me by helping to heal my injury, for he would not-not wish to have my beautiful flesh marred by unsightly scars.” As she finished Shaeula suddenly realised what she had said, but surprisingly Eri didn’t react to the implications, only nodding.

“Well, even so, I want you to look after her more, Akio. I don’t want my friends to get hurt, it makes me sad.”

Friends, huh? They do seem to be getting on better since we made it back from Las Vegas. That’s good, I don’t want to see them fighting.

Shaeula smiled brightly at bring called a friend, before turning back to me. “So as I did-did say, the situation is in hand. The salt wards protect the shrine from their ghosts, and my Kamaitachi are conducting the defence. I felt the need-need for you to spoil me for a bit, master. It has been hard-hard, being away from mortal comforts so long. I demand food and drink!”

Damn, I can’t say no to that. It’s been necessary, but I’ve definitely left her to shoulder most of the burden in the Boundary. “Fine. You’ve missed breakfast, but I can whip you something up. There’s beer and spirits in the fridge.”

“I’ll help!” Eri said, and with that we started preparations…
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Shaeula lay back on the comfortable sofa, satisfied, patting her stomach. “That is much-much better. Our Territory lacks any amenities. It is something you should look at, master.”

“Is it really that bad?” Eri asked, curious. “All I know is the desert in Las Vegas. I’d love to see your Territory, you did say you wanted to show me. Besides…” She clenched her fists, resolved. “You also said it was far easier to strengthen my Chakra network in the Boundary. I’ve been training so hard, desperate to reach the stage where I can finally…” She shot me a look, flushed red even along her bare forearms.

“I see, I do.” Shaeula looked at her, eyes gleaming amber. “Of course-course that would motivate you, you seemed to enjoy the embrace of Akio before-before.” She grinned impishly. “You have indeed-indeed been training hard, I can see your efforts. Master, perhaps…”

No way, absolutely not. “In normal times, I’d be happy to show you my Territory.” I said as consolingly as I could. “But right now we are in a war with a powerful foe. I don’t want to put you in harm’s way, I couldn’t live with myself if you got hurt, and…”

Eri pushed a finger against my lips to silence me, her onyx eyes blazing with a different emotion to before. She seems… mad?

“But you can forgive yourself if Shaeula is injured? I’m disappointed in you Akio. And that hurts me…” she said sadly.

“Uhh, no, that isn’t what I mean, it’s just Shaeula has reason to fight, and is a…”

“You think I don’t have a reason to fight? I’ll be your wife, standing by your side, supporting you. Besides, if I don’t fix my body, then we can’t… ugh…”

“I think you should-should listen to her.” Shaeula supported her, chiming in when Eri was struggling to express herself fully, frustrated. “Her resolve is praiseworthy, and strong and deep as the mists-mists of the Fae realm. She has trained hard, harder than I believed she would have-have the strength for.”

Eri seemed surprised Shaeula was supporting her, but it gave her the strength to find her words. “Shaeula said that they couldn’t attack again any time soon, and that there were salt wards around the shrine. That’s here, right? So isn’t it safe for me to enter? If Shaeula helps charge me up like before, I can do it.” She grasped my hands, and glimmering tears formed at the corner of her dark eyes as she stared deeply into my grey orbs. “I know you love me and want to protect me, and I love that about you too. I do. But I also want to do things for you, and for myself. If the situation was truly too unwise, I’d listen to you, do what you want. But Shaeula doesn’t think so, so please. I have things I want to do as well, can’t you support me? Won’t you treat me as an equal? If you won’t, who will?”

Ugh, a critical hit to my heart. Seeing her like that, she’s fragile, yet strong. Was she always like this and I never realised? Pulling our clasped hands to my lips I kissed her. “You win.” I conceded. “But…” I looked at them both sternly. “…one thing I won’t compromise on is safety. Eri, you don’t know how to return to the Material manually, so Shaeula, you’ll have to teach her that as soon as we arrive. And if either of us tells you to return, you do it, no matter what, understand?” At my intensity, Eri nodded.

“Good. In that case…” I turned my gaze back to Shaeula, who grinned, waving casually.

“Leave it to-to me, Akio. Eri shall be as safe as a child in her mother’s arms-arms.”
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“This… this is amazing.” Eri looked around Shirohebizumi shrine wide-eyed. Catching sight of one of the Kamaitachi that had come to greet us, she goggled, her expression one of wonder. “So, do you look like that Shaeula? In your real body, I mean?”

“Rude.” Shaeula sniffed, though she was not really offended. “This body is as real-real as any other. Besides, Akio likes it. Though he finds my other form adorable as well-well.”

The Kamaitachi scratched its head in puzzlement. “Princess, who is this newcomer? She is a mortal, is she not-not? You seem… close?”

“Of course we are close, this is Eri, a woman of my master.” She puffed out her chest in pride, which puzzled me a little. “She is working hard-hard to join us in our fight, and I insist you treat her with utmost courtesy.”

The Kamaitachi looked at Shaeula, then at Eri, then back to Shaeula. A long sigh whistled between its teeth. “I see-see. Greetings then. Should you require any assistance, feel free-free to ask.” As it turned away I heard it mutter under its breath. “Poor princess, fallen behind again. How sad-sad.”

Eri, fresh from her shock at meeting weaselkin and Kamaitachi, was also surprised to see the white snakes slithering around. Still, she listened intently to Shaeula’s lecture on a way to expel aether quickly, which would boot her back to the Material near-instantly. Once that was done, Shaeula began to instruct her on how to draw in aether more effectively.

“Yeah, it really is easier here!” Eri proclaimed, pleased. She continued to work, eyes narrowed in concentration, before they opened wide, and another shocked exclamation left her, aping my sis and her usual expression. “Wow, that snake… it’s magnificent. Is that… is that really a Kami?”

Shaeula told her that it was indeed the Kami of this shrine, and as Eri looked on impressed they even struck up a conversation with it, something Eri never could have dreamed was possible a few scant weeks ago. I watched them fondly, the scene warming my heart, but a niggling feeling was prickling at me, a feeling that something we had done had nudged an event closer to fruition, some future danger creeping up on us, now more certain… Ugh, it feels unpleasant. I think I’ve felt this recently, but when? There’s been too much going on, I can’t remember…

We passed several joyous hours helping Eri to strengthen herself, Shaeula using her vision to correct any issues, and while this was happening we received occasional reports from our weaselkin scouts. The enemy ghost women were still prowling our Territory, and some Orcs were digging in, preparing for a future push, but the powerful wraith that used metal spikes was nowhere to be seen, and the beetles were still held back.

Eri should easily be able to escape to the Material before the defences around the shrine are breached. Maybe I was being too cautious. Seeing how happy Eri and Shaeula looked, I felt a little guilty for my overprotective streak. It was something I had always felt, ever since we were young, and it had caused enough problems. Yeah, all Eri has to worry about is how jealous Aiko will be when she hears about this. No, wait, surely that’s my problem too, as she’ll blame me!

Chuckling to myself I tried to shake the bad feeling that was lingering at the back of my mind. Feeling my gaze on them Shaeula turned to me, patting Eri on the shoulder. “Master, she has made quite-quite the progress. She has talent, I believe. Why not-not show him?”

Eri nodded eagerly. Raising one hand she concentrated, her eyes squinting, face twisted into a cute expression of utmost effort. “Nearly… I can do this…” she encouraged herself, straining. “Just a… little more… there!” A faint ball of light leapt from her hand, hanging in the air like a twinkling star for a few seconds, before vanishing. She slumped down with the effort, but her smile was radiant.

“Well done indeed-indeed.” Shaeula praised. “You managed to utilise aether, even if it was but a feeble speck.”

“Phrasing.” I chided Shaeula gently, before going over and giving Eri a hug. “If you are going to praise her, do it properly. I thought you’d grown out of being tsundere.”

Shaeula recognised the term from anime and protested, while Eri giggled in my embrace. She reached up and kissed me, this time aggressively, the feeling of success making her bold. As she withdrew, saliva dripping from her lips, she looked at Shaeula, a complicated gleam in her eyes. “I know, it was weak. Compared to you or Akio… I’m still pathetic. But I won’t be beaten, I won’t stop, until I’m strong. But thank you. I can feel warmth within me, and it hurts less. If you continue to guide me, then…” she blushed. “… then Akio and I can be together. So thank you, Shaeula. I mean it, I do.”

Shaeula turned away, flushing and embarrassed herself. “Bah, think nothing of it. I promised you, did I not-not, during our talk? Together, the world will be far-far more fun.”

Good sentiments, and very cute as always. But now, I’m really curious as to what they talked about, the atmosphere has changed. Before I could ask, a Troll, armour ragged and torn, came pounding up to the shrine, frantic.

“What is that?” Eri choked out, stunned by the massive brute as it barrelled towards us. She burrowed into my grip, scared, but I merely murmured that it was one of ours and nothing to be scared of.

“Just what-what is the meaning of interrupting our tender time-time, brute?” Shaeula growled, her dislike of the Trolls making her harsher than usual. “Akio, Eri and I were sharing a moment.”

“No time for whining.” The Troll grated, acidic saliva splattering the ground. “Huge army, many enemies come. From the south.”

“The south? Did that ghostly coward outmanoeuvre us-us?” Shaeula grimaced. “I was sure they had suffered too many losses in our last battles to be ready so soon-soon.” Her angry gaze at the Troll softened a little. “You have done good work for once-once. Find Grulgor and bring him, we will need-need his strength.”

Eri was in my arms, looking scared, so I reassured her as best I could. “It’ll be all right. But you’d better get ready to return. Luckily you don’t have much aether left, so…”

“Grul will come. Grul loves crushing weak weasels. We shall break them and eat them!” the Troll agreed, gurgling happily.

Wait, what? Weasels? The hell?

Shaeula had picked up on it as well. “Weasels? Are your brains rocks, fool-fool? You need to kill the Orcs, not-not us!”

The Troll was puzzled, his small brain overtaxed. “But foes come, big army, many weasels. Soon be here. We must crush them.”

“We need to check it out.” I said quickly. “The Troll might be confused, or…”

“Do you hear that?” Eri piped up, straining to hear. “I can hear… music?”

“I hear it too-too.” Shaeula agreed, nodding. “It seems rather… familiar. And it comes closer. We have no-no barrier to stop intruders…”

The sound of drums, flutes, harps, horns and other such instruments was growing ever louder, playing a melancholy tune that was ethereal, unearthly. It was accompanied by the sound of many feet striking the ground, a host vaster than the Orc attacks we had suffered previously.

“Will you be able to fight them?” Eri asked, shaking with fear. I squeezed her reassuringly and put on my bravest grin. Beside us Shaeula also struck a noble pose, looking heroic and battle-ready.

“Have no-no fear, we shall defend our Territory until the last.” She said proudly. “My master and I have invested too much to let anyone take-take it from us.”

“Well said. Although…” I looked at my fiancée, trying to be the epitome of calm. “… we won’t die for it. if the odds are impossible, we’ll run away and start again. It’ll hurt, but…”

“…but you’ll have me and Aiko to help you.” Eri finished, nodding. “Just promise me, no foolish heroics, okay? This isn’t like that time with the dog…”

“This moment is touching indeed, and I feel the love-love you have for each other, but they are here.” Shaeula smirked. “Now let us see-see our foe…”

A great force had penetrated our lands, heading for the centre. Several dozen musicians were playing instruments as they marched at the front, followed by scores of archers, spearmen, armoured warriors, what looked like mages, carrying staves and wearing robes, and other stranger forces. At the centre was a palanquin being carried on the shoulders of burly guards. Seated there were two figures, one black-furred and green eyed, a great bow slung over one shoulder, the other white-furred and blue eyed, carrying an ornate staff topped with glittering jewels.

What in the world? Before any of us could speak, the black-furred one gestured, and several musicians blew their horns, raising a deafening racket. He then called out, his voice loud across our Territory. “Little sister, little sister, where are you? Why will you not come to greet-greet your brother? I have come to see you, I was worried about you! Little sister, answer me! Do not keep-keep your brother waiting!”

Shaeula froze. “Brother Shaeraggo?” she called out uncertainly, her face cramping.

Well, this was unexpected…
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“Brother Shaeraggo?” Shaeula’s uncertain words were quiet, yet somehow echoed across the Territory. On the palanquin the black-furred weaselkin perked up, his gaze searching.

“Little sister, thank the King and Queen! Your brother has come to see you! Will you come and greet me?”

“So… not an invasion then?” I asked Shaeula, whose face was running through a rapid gamut of expressions, from worry, to uncertainty, to resignation.

“You know I was banished here, with few-few retainers and less safety.” she said quietly, ignoring the cries of her brother as he sought her out. “My siblings tried to persuade my father to refuse, but I now understand why he could not-not. Still…” She bit her lip nervously. “… if my brother is here-here because things have changed back at the Seelie Court, or if he has come-come in secret, disobeying our father over the need to protect me…” she sighed bitterly. “… either way, it is not-not good for us.”

“But why?” Eri asked. The vast host trampling across our Territory no longer terrified her as much, now she realised they were led by Shaeula’s brother, but she was still wary, the unusual situation more than she could process quickly. “It sounds like he cares a lot for you.”

Shaeula conceded the point. “True, he and my sister are the most … oppressive… in their care-care. But remember but a few hours ago, you chastised Akio for not-not respecting your will and not-not allowing you to pursue what you must-must. Well, compared to Akio here…” she rolled her amber eyes, annoyed. “… Brother Shaeraggo would keep-keep me locked away with only my maids for company, and treat me as but-but a child for all eternity.”

“Can’t you talk to him, explain what you want? He might understand like Akio did.” Eri asked, “Maybe… I mean, I could… talk to him… for you if it would… help…” She stumbled over her words, clearly frightened at the prospect, yet willing to assist her friend.

Shaeula shook her head in response. “I could not-not ask you to do such for my sake, though I appreciate the gesture.” She reached out and placed her hand on Eri’s lower body, eyes gleaming as she recharged her aether.

“What are you doing? Eri should…” I began, before stopping myself. “No, wait, I get it. Eri can make the decision whether she wants to go herself, since as of yet, there is no danger. Sorry Eri.” I apologised, earning a brilliant smile that cut through her fears in return.

“See, if Akio can learn, maybe your brother can.” Eri laughed a little, feeling the spreading warmth all through her body. She winced as her half-formed network processed the energy, but she was unwilling to retreat, not and leave us alone to deal with Shaeraggo.

“Even so, when Shaeula or I tell you it’s time to return, you don’t hesitate.” I warned, and she nodded agreement.

“Little sister, why-why will you not show yourself? Shaeula, come forth!” Shaeraggo’s forces had reached the foot of the hill, where several weaselkin were waiting, nervous and unsure of how to handle the situation. His army formed up into glittering ranks of well-drilled soldiers, many hundreds strong, musicians on one side, mages on the other. The palanquin was lowered, and Shaeraggo descended. He was bigger than Shaeula, as tall as me in fact, and more muscular. He was followed by the white-furred… weasel? No, it’s similar, but not the same. Definitely a related type of Fae, but… the build was feminine, and the glittering orange and white robes she wore paired nicely with the long twisted staff she carried, topped by matching crystals of great size.

“You stand before Shaeraggo Gul Shae Dannan, true-blood royal of the Seelie. Show respect before your betters and kneel-kneel.” At his regal tone, the weaselkin dropped to the ground, heads bowed. At this he was satisfied, and he once more shouted. “Shaeula, my dear little sister, come forth and let me see you! Oh how I have missed you. It pained me to allow you to come to such-such a dangerous place, but have no fear, your steadfast brother will…”

Shaeula sighed again, strength leaving her. “We can-can delay this no longer.” She gestured to her Kamaitachi, as well as the White Snake Kami, organising them into a welcoming committee. “We must deal with him. Eri, stay amidst our forces and do not-not draw his attention. Be vigilant and flee to the Material should you sense any-any danger. Now go and bring him to us-us.” she finished, sending one of the Kamaitachi down the stairs.

I grabbed Shaeula’s hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. Eri looked away unhappily, but said nothing. “It’ll be all right. Together we’ve faced many tough foes. This is family. It might be annoying, but what is the worst that can happen? It’s not like he’s going to attack us.”

Shaeula looked away, and I suddenly had a very bad feeling about what was to come. The Kamaitachi reached the bottom of the hill and bowed to Shaeraggo. “Welcome, noble brother of my mistress. If you-you could follow me, I shall take you to the princess.”

“Ahh, one of her mother’s kin.” Shaeraggo nodded excitedly. “Very well, I shall come-come. I expect my little sister is preparing a suitable welcome for me. No doubt her clear amber eyes are weeping crystal drops of joy at the thought of seeing her dear-dear brother again.” He turned to the white-furred mage. “You shall come with me, of course. You must simply meet my little sister. As for who else…” his gaze strayed over his forces. “We must simply have music. Tillyae, bring several of your best.”

A female weaselkin with muddy brown fur nodded, gathering several to accompany her. As they formed up, Shaeraggo turned to the imposing leader of his armed forces, a massive two and a half metre tall humanoid badger, who was wearing a golden breastplate, greaves and armguards, as well as carrying many weapons, a spear, great sword, axe, mace and more… “Ulfuric, I expect no trouble, but…” he wrinkled his nose. “This place reeks of unclean and slithering things. Most-most disgusting.”

“Your will, my prince.” Ulfuric rumbled, his deep voice seeming to shake the very ground.

With the selection made, Shaeraggo and his retinue began to ascend the steps, and I could feel Shaeula’s hand trembling in mine as we watched their climb.

“Don’t worry. Akio is here with you.” Eri called reassuringly, and Shaeula nodded gratefully. Taking a deep breath, she steeled herself as the party crested the summit.

“Ahh, you have come to greet me, my little sister!” Shaeraggo exclaimed, arms outstretched. His gaze roamed over us, and for a brief moment he froze, unable to reconcile the situation. Then his face twisted into an expression of anger. “Sister! Why are you in such-such a strange form? Aping mortals like that, when you are perfectly adorable the way you are-are!”

“I see no-no issue with it.” she complained. “After all, is it not-not a tradition of the Fae to assume mortal forms and go amongst them? But if you do-do insist…” Her eyes flickered to me and I nodded, squeezing her reassuringly once more. She suddenly… shifted… and was once more the cute fairy weasel she was when I had first come across her, those weeks ago. Behind us Eri let out an involuntary squeal, quiet but heartfelt, and I understood.

Yep, Shaeula is really cute, even as a weasel. I get that it’s a shock. I’m not a furry though, her human form is cuter!

“Better, brother?” she asked acerbically, causing his brows to raise in surprise.

“I do not understand why you seem so displeased to see-see me, do you not know how worried we have been-been about you, relegated to this backwater land where dangers lurk around every corner?” He was indignant, and was going to continue until he registered her full situation. His eyes went to me, piercing jade gaze flickering over me. They then dropped to where we were holding hands, before returning to Shaeula, who met his stare boldly.

“Who… who is this who dares touch my little sister?” he scowled. His eyes flared with emerald light, and his expression twisted into one of horror. It might just have been a trick of the strange light of the Boundary, but it seemed to me that even his facial fur paled. “Sister, what have you done? You have shared essence… mixed… ugh…” Beside him the white-furred one grasped his paw, murmuring to him to calm down, but he shook her off, anger boiling.

“Was it you? I see the trace-trace of her wind energies lingering within you. How dare you take advantage of my little sister, forcing her to … to… I cannot speak of it!” He turned to the giant badgerkin and barked an order. “Ulfuric, break this mortal scum who dared to lay his hand on royalty. Make sure he suffers much before he dies!”

“As you command, my prince.” Ulfuric rumbled, unsheathing one of his many weapons, a spear. “You are a spearman too, it seems. I shall do you the courtesy of taking your life with my own piercing blade.”

Out of the corner of my eye I could see Eri, pale-faced and shaking, too scared even to scream or remember to return to the Material. Damn, she’s not used to such hostility… I was then dragged back to the action as the spear wielded expertly by Ulfuric scored a fiery line across my cheek.

“Better pay attention, mortal boy.” Ulfuric advised. “Only the supremely strong can spare attention in battle.”

“Thanks for the advice. But I don’t see why we need to fight at all.” My own spear met his, and the shock of his strength rocked me. Damn, he hits like Grulgor. Harder maybe.

“Stop this, foolish brother of mine-mine!” Shaeula cried as she was forced to try and step between us. Ulfuric dropped back, careful not to injure her, but Shaeraggo was unmoved by her pleas.

“I do not-not know what threats this mortal has heaped on you, but I shall free you from his tainted hands!” He gestured to the white-furred Fae beside him. “Go and rescue my dear Shaeula. Then we can take her somewhere safe and hide-hide her.”

“I’m not so sure we need too…” she began, but suddenly walls of rock erupted all around us, trying to separate our clashing forces. She reacted instinctively, waving her staff and suddenly the stony barricades were sliced apart by powerful jets of water, crumbling back to dust.

“An attack, these treacherous snakes. I shall have them all-all slaughtered.” Shaeraggo spat as he reached over his shoulder for the great silver bow that was tied there.

“ENOUGH! STOP ALL OF YOU RIGHT NOW-NOW!” Shaeula roared, her voice amplified massively with the power of her wind. The howling gale drove everyone back, and for a moment there was stunned silence. “Brother Shaeraggo…” she continued, now that she had everyone’s attention. “How dare-dare you attack the one who is most-most precious to me. I have great respect for all my family, but this-this is one affront I will not-not tolerate. Order Master Ulfuric to stand down-down. Else you will have to face me-me, and I shall not-not stop until I die.”

“But little sister…” Shaeraggo began, before she cut him off ruthlessly, leaving Ulfuric and I standing across from each other, spears at the ready, at a bit of a loss.

“… but nothing, brother. Akio is the one-one I have chosen, and I shall live and die with him, as he shall with me-me. I am not-not the feeble little weakling you remember, only bleating about her importance and blood-blood. You would do well to reappraise me.” At her words Eri, who was still trembling in fright, looked over again but held her silence.

“But he is a mortal, and you are-are the true daughter of Prince Shaetanao of the Seven Royal Branches…”

“So?” Shaeula scoffed. “The Scotsman is but-but a mortal, and the Queen herself… well, you understand, do you not-not, brother mine?”

“So vulgar. I do not remember you being this way-way. This human has corrupted you. You are blinded by him. If I remove the problem, then you can go back to being my little sister we all adore. You are too weak to be all alone out here-here. We tried to stop father, but…”

“But you did not-not.” she snarled. “I do not-not blame you, the politics of the Seelie Court are poisonous, and I made myself an easy target for the enemies of our father. Still, my death was certain. Our enemies made-made their move. I was alone, with few allies, surrounded by those that would slay me-me. And then you dare… you have the sheer nerve… to come and threaten the one-one who saved me, who has shared Three Oaths and Three Boons… the one who has captured my heart… saying we tried to stop father… words-words are nothing, my heart sees only deeds.”

Eri’s gaze was boring into Shaeula, and her hands were balled into fists, thin rivulets of blood trickling between her tightly clenched fingers. I understood what she must be feeling. That’s definitely a love confession. But… she knows I have Eri… but I know she loves me too, I’m not so dense to be able to ignore her words and actions up until now. Ugh… is there any way to resolve this without anyone getting hurt? But this isn’t the time…

“Akio is the only-only one who will stand at my side. I am a female, my brother, proud and resolute in the male of my-my choosing. I would hope that you can accept that. For when the Etheric tides blow in, I shall choose him over you-you.”

Oh Gods. That was pretty much the worst thing you could have said. I may joke about being a siscon at times, and sure, I’m closer to Aiko than many brothers are to their sisters, but I know she needs to live her own life, find love… but Shaeraggo… he’s… uh, well, damn, I’ve only seen such hardcore love for one’s sister in manga and anime…

There was silence, everyone waiting for his response. Beside him, the white-furred female was patting his shoulder, muttering reassuring words. I don’t think it’s going to be enough though…

“This will not stand!” he roared suddenly, snatching his bow free. “Little sister, you have been blinded, and only I can set you free from this … this mortal incubus who has toyed with your pure heart and soul!” He turned to his allies. “Tillyae, prepare Song of Woe. Ulfuric, take down this usurper. I shall slay all these others, including the worthless-worthless weasels who have failed my sister in her time of need. She does not-not require such useless retainers.” He smiled at Shaeula then, though the expression chilled me to the bone, as his smile was grim, and his jade eyes were filled with chaos. “Fear not, my little sister. One day you will thank me for this-this. I cannot take you back to the Seelie Court, you were right, I cannot show you that deed, but I shall hide you somewhere safe, until the storm in the Seelie Court passes.” He turned to the white-furred mage. “Selensha, my love. Use your waters to render my sister into merciful dreams. When she awakes, all this-this will be but a bad memory, to be forgotten.”

My love? So… she’s with him huh? No, not the time for that. My gaze strayed to Eri once more, and I was ready to give her the order to return to the Material. This open warzone that was about to break out was no place for her. I’m not even sure Shaeula and I can get out of this. If we… if we are to fall here, I’ll be damned if Eri perishes with us… I took a ready stance opposite Ulfuric, though he made no move, merely watching me.

“I don’t think this is a good idea. We should talk things…” the white-furred mage began, when fighting also started down below. Horns were blown, drums were beaten and the clash of steel on steel could be heard.

“You see, my love, the treacherous scum are attacking our troops below as well. This mortal has no honour or pride-pride.” Shaeraggo gazed down at his bow with his bright eyes, and suddenly an arrow of sharp, swirling winds was nocked, ready to be unleashed.

One of his weaselkin reached the top of the steps, winded, blood trailing down one side of his furred face. “Trolls are attacking. It’s Grulgor! Though he wears some powerful armour, our weapons are-are ineffective!”

“The truth is revealed!” Shaeraggo spat. “Open your eyes, my dear sister! This mortal is allied with the foul minions of Duke Formor! All that awaits you with him is misery and death. What are you waiting for? Ulfuric, Selensha, we must act now!” He pointed his bow at my forces, the arrow aimed at the White Snake Kami and Eri, who was sheltering behind them. “Once these are dead, I shall engage Grulgor, and this time he will perish! My father will be most-most pleased!”

I don’t want to fight Shaeraggo, not just because it looks like a fight I’ll lose, but because he is Shaeula’s brother, and even though he seems to be a total moron, I can tell from previous times she has mentioned her siblings that she has fondness for them. Still… no way I’ll let Eri and the others suffer and die… I made ready to leap at him, to deflect the path of the arrow if nothing else, but as I did so something must have given me away, as Ulfuric took one step to the side, neatly cutting off my path of attack.

“I fear you shall not succeed. Prince Shaeraggo shall not be halted by you. Though I commend your bravery. I shall give you an honourable death.” Ulfuric raised his spear, the cruel point glittering green under the glow of the arrow.

Damn, damn, damn. Think. In only moments this whole place will go to hell, and even if we win we still lose…

“I SAID ENOUGH! EVERYONE PUT DOWN YOUR WEAPONS! ARE YOU ALL-ALL FOOLS? I AM A PRINCESS OF THE SEELIE! SHAEULA TU SHAE DANNAN, TRUE DAUGHTER OF PRINCE SHAETANAO GAR SHAE DANNAN! UNDER THE OLDEST WAYS-WAYS, I CHALLENGE YOU, MY BROTHER, ON BEHALF OF MY MASTER, MY BELOVED, OSHIRO MOONSTONE AKIO, TO A TRIAL OF THREE! SHAERAGGO GUL SHAE DANNAN, I DEMAND-DEMAND YOUR ANSWER, AS A PRINCE AND MY NOBLE YET OVERBEARING BROTHER. DARE YOU IGNORE THE WAYS-WAYS OF THE KING AND QUEEN? WHAT SAY YOU, BROTHER MINE?”

Once more Shaeula’s voice exploded outwards, carried on waves of verdant wind. I stumbled backwards from the force of it, and Eri was down on her knees, covering her ears, tears streaming from her eyes. What’s a Trial of Three? It has to be something big…

Indeed, everyone had stopped moving, even Grulgor down below, the sounds of battle replaced by a loaded silence. The arrow of wind Shaeraggo was about to unleash had vanished, scattering to the skies, and his eyes were open wide, fixed on Shaeula and I. Slowly he stepped forwards, until he was standing right in front of us both.

“Is this truly what you want, little sister, vile human?” he asked, his tone shockingly cold. “Well, it-it is too late now, either way.” Behind him Selensha gulped nervously, and Ulfuric looked up at the heavens above. The musicians had ceased playing, and were waiting like everyone else. “Under the oldest of ways, when the tides of the Astral were deep and mortals were little more-more than primitive animals, I accept the Trial of Three you offer. Under the moon I so swear.”

Shaeula suddenly collapsed, as relief at the break in hostilities robbed her of strength. I caught her in my arms, marvelling at how light she was. She weighed less than her human form, so fragile. “I thank you, brother. For accepting our challenge.”

“Do not thank me yet-yet.” he said, his tone growing softer, a bitter sigh escaping his lips. “A Trial of Three is no simple matter. Both sides are duty bound to demand three things of the loser, and I fear you will regret the Price you will pay-pay.”

She shook her head, then climbed back to her feet, standing proud, dignified. “We shall-shall see, my dear brother. Akio and I may surprise you yet…”


One Hundred And Thirty-Four


“So, just what is a Trial of Three?” I asked Shaeula. Eri, who had come a little closer, yet was still keeping her distance, scared of Shaeraggo and the others, also expressed her interest with her eyes.

Before Shaeula could answer Shaeraggo scoffed, his gaze still hot and full of rage. “Little sister, what a fool you are staking everything on-on. To think he knows nothing of our ways. Is this truly the one you have chosen?”

“Why would he know-know?” Shaeula laughed scornfully, causing her brother to twitch in annoyance. “What do you-you know of the mortal world, my brother? Still, he will learn, will you not-not, Akio?” Her gaze on me was full of warmth and affection, serving only to aggravate Shaeraggo further.

I’m not sure that’s such a grand idea… “Of course. What is important to Shaeula is important to me.”

“Three is a sacred number to the Fae, as you may-may have divined from the Three Oaths and Three Boons.” Shaeula began explaining. “And just-just as the Boons and Oaths are intertwined with our very natures, our spirits, so is the right to challenge a Fae in times of desperation. Three riddles, three challengers… many Faerie tales in the lands the Seelie Court has passed through are still told-told, are they not-not? I believe there is even a famous one concerning a Troll.”

Yeah, Three Billy Goats Gruff. I remember my mom telling Aiko that one when she was young. “I see, so just what will the challenge be? I’m bad at riddles, you know…”

“Oh, it shall not be so… kind.” Shaeraggo snapped. “But before we select the Trials, first we must agree the Three Prices the losers must pay-pay. For my first, I demand that you sever your Oaths with this vile mortal, my little sister. You shall both do so willingly.”

“So cruel, my brother. You know that if we were to abandon our Oaths and Boons, never-never again could we restore them. Do you wish to separate me from Akio so greatly that you would even-even force me to abandon my pride and forfeit pledges I have sworn on my honour as a princess, no, even-even as a female?”

“I will not be moved by your pleas, little sister. Our father and our other brothers and sister would say-say the same. Oaths and Boons are not to be sworn carelessly, you are too-too young for such commitments.” He glared at me, jade eyes furious. “Agree to the terms, then state your first-first Price. No doubt you wish for the many treasures of the Seelie, or an extension to your pitiful lifespan. All mortals are the same, greedy and corrupt.”

I’ve heard in tales that the Fae treasures are just glittery baubles of little value, fools’ gold. As for lifespan… if they can grant it… nah, without those you love also living long, what point is there in it? Besides, I know what we need most of all…

At the mention of longer lifespan I noticed Eri looking downcast, and Shaeula was also smiling a bit guiltily. Not sure what that is about, but it doesn’t matter. Shaeraggo was watching me, still waiting, and so I made my choice, giving Shaeula’s hand another squeeze, earning his ire.

“Our Price is that you won’t be able to tell anyone what happened here, or where Shaeula is.”

“Unacceptable!” he spat. “I cannot agree to such a Price.”

Shaeula understood why I had asked, and she took up the mantle of convincing him. “Do not-not be such a fool, brother mine, you are ruining what good impression of you I have-have remaining.” Her words were scathing, but she was right, hence why I asked for this Price. Without it, any other reward would be worthless to us. “If you do not-not agree such a Price, then even when we win you shall simply tell my sister or brothers, and we will have to face this all over again-again. No, you must agree, else we shall battle you here and now-now, and you can lament over my grave, for Akio and I shall not-not be halted until death claims us.”

I nodded, giving her my full agreement and support. I have no intention of dying, but… The promises I had made Shaeula, the Pledges, they were as important to me as the oath I had made with Eri, that of requesting her to marry me. I could be a bit flighty and immature at times, but when I gave my word, I kept it as best I could.

“It is far from my place to speak here.” Ulfuric rumbled, surprising everyone. “But your sister’s resolve is praiseworthy. She has grown much in a short time, perhaps despite all odds this exile has been good for her? I feel you can compromise, my prince.”

Beside him, Selensha was nodding. “Your sister may have angered you, but you’ll regret it if you don’t show some leniency here. After all, weren’t you looking forward to seeing your little sister again after so long apart?”

Shaeraggo grunted, conceding the point. His gaze softened a little, before once more seeing us holding hands. “Bah, three of your human moons. That is all I can allow. There is no way-way you can win, but even so… three moons. Do we have agreement?”

“Thank you brother.” Shaeula smiled at him genuinely for the first time, which paused his aggression. “That will satisfy us, will it not-not, Akio?”

So a moon… I guess that means twenty-eight days on the Material… so eighty-four days. Our Territory will be functional then, and we’ll have time to add key facilities and defences so… I guess it’ll do. “We have an agreement then.”

Down below at the foot of the mountain a sudden bout of angry bellowing could be heard, with the clash of metal on metal and the discordant sound of instruments. I guess Grulgor is acting up again.

Shaeraggo had come to the same conclusion. “Ulfuric, go and put an end to Grulgor and his Trolls. Sending his head to Duke Formor as a warning not to threaten my dear sister will prove-prove most satisfying.”

“Oh, do stop worrying. Akio, go and fetch him and his Trolls. We can not-not have them causing strife while we agree the terms of the Trials.” At her words I headed down the steps at a rush, once more admiring the large host that Shaeraggo had brought. They were armed with many weapons of what seemed like silver, bronze and other more esoteric metals. Not much iron or steel to be seen. The chaos down below was a melee, with Grulgor swinging his massive mace, yet his movements seemed slow, ponderous, and the weaselkin were keeping him at bay, though they could not breach his massive steel armour.

“All right, Grulgor, enough. Stop fighting. We are not enemies.” Not yet, and if we win, not ever, I hope… “Come with me up to the shrine, all right?”

“Grul smash these puny weasels. Grul can do it!” he growled, but again I talked him down. I also addressed the forces of Shaeraggo, advising them that we were currently negotiating the Prices of the Trial of Three. With a growl Grulgor shouldered his mace, and followed me back up the stairs, accompanied by several of his Trolls.

“… cannot believe you managed to defeat Grulgor and bind him-him under Three Oaths and Boons.” Shaeraggo was listening to Shaeula’s explanation, surprised. “This mortal is dangerous indeed, but if you speak true, he did save your life. For that, if nothing else, he has my gratitude.” His tone held a tiny trace of respect. “Still, this cannot stand! Duke Formor must be held to account, it is clearly treason against us to send Grulgor here to kill you!”

“Feel free to protest to him, brother of mine.” Shaeula shrugged. “He will not-not tell of what has happened here, so it would not-not be violating the Price.”

Grulgor stomped past Shaeraggo, spitting angrily, his spittle burning the ground. Eri backed away from the massive mountain of rage, sidling closer to me and Shaeula.

“You may have matured a little, but you are still as prideful as ever-ever.” Shaeraggo sighed. “Set what Price you will, for the victory shall be mine. For my second Price…” We waited for what he would ask for, the atmosphere tense.

“… I have prepared a mansion hidden on the edges of the Fae realm. I had-had intended to bring you there to hide you until such time as you could return safety to the Seelie Court.” He continued. “The second Price is that you shall come to the mansion and remain there until I give you leave-leave to vacate it. Have no worries, it is a suitable place, if rather humble, one you shall find has no lack of comforts. Servants, music, banquets, you shall have them all-all, like you used to!”

The Prices he demands are for his sister at least. He may be overbearing and in the wrong, but he clearly does care.

“Before, such-such a thing would have greatly pleased me, I would have found it only my due. Now however…” She looked at me fondly, before turning to Eri as well. “Now I have Akio, and my dear-dear friends. A life as a caged bird ill-befits me now-now. Still, this Price is one we can-can pay.”

“Then name your second Price.” Shaeraggo urged her.

After the Trolls had ascended to us, Shaeraggo’s forces had followed, filing up in orderly ranks. Perhaps he was wary of being up here with Grulgor, or perhaps it was to intimidate us, but the temple plaza was now filled with hundreds of weaselkin, all watching us alertly, ready to attack should Shaeraggo give the order. That gives me an idea…

“Shaeula is a princess of the Seelie, but more than that, she’s now a warrior, brave and powerful.” At my praise of her she gazed at me with warm, watery eyes, causing Shaeraggo to gnash his teeth. Selensha stifled a little giggle at his antics behind one paw.

“So, as our second Price, when we win, Shaeula should be given command of troops that she deserves, an army fitting of her status. I don’t mean to disparage those who have served her up to now…” I nodded respectfully to the Kamaitachi and the weaselkin under Shaeula. “… but seeing Shaeraggo’s magnificent army, I am even more aggrieved Shaeula was sent out here with so few, so poorly equipped allies. It’s a miracle she didn’t face death here, it really is.”

“Only thanks to you, Akio.” Shaeula smiled brightly. “Without your aid, Shaeraggo would never-never even find my corpse.”

You keep saying that, but I was the one who came closest to killing you. Though to be fair, had I not, I suspect Grulgor or the Raven Knight certainly would have killed her sooner or later and if not, when the Astral Emperor candidate we are at war with expanded his reach out to here… yeah, maybe it isn’t entirely untrue that I saved her life…

“This Price… I can pay it.” He agreed after some thought. “I shall not lose of course, but should the world turn on its axis and fate warp, I would feel assured that you are better-better protected. These brutish Trolls and foul snakes are not suitable guards for you, little sister.”

So, two Prices agreed each. Onto the last.

“Then for my final Price…” Shaeraggo smirked. “I demand your life, mortal who has tricked and defiled my sister!”

“No way!” Eri yelled angrily, at the same time as Shaeula stamped her foot and declared “Do not-not be such a fool, brother. Never!”

My life, huh? This bastard really does love his sister way too much. I hope when my sis gets a boyfriend I’m not so damn foolish…

“I shall not budge on this-this.” Shaeraggo crossed his arms, determined. “My siblings would say-say the same. Death to he who has manipulated our darling little sister!”

“Your brain must have rotted, brother!” Shaeula snapped. “If you think I can accept the death of my love, you are a fool-fool indeed! I could just about bear the pain of being separated from him, imprisoned in your gilded cage-cage of a mansion. My life would be empty, but I would still-still have my memories. But knowing he would die… no brother, never. Besides…” She met his gaze with one of her own, unwilling to back down. “I have said it before, and I shall say it again. I shall die when Akio does. If you wish your sister dead, then so-so be it.”

“You are being overdramatic, my little sister. You would not really choose suicide over this… this…” Words failed him as she merely stared back at him, a mysterious smile on her face.

She’s not joking. I know that smile. With a bad feeling I used Kin Examination, and quickly found the words I had remembered, under her class of Pledged One. It is a mingling of spirits, a deep bond. When one falls, so shall the other perish. I hadn’t really given it too much thought at the time, thinking it might have been flavour text or hyperbole, but from the look she was giving Shaeraggo… No way. I don’t mind facing death myself, as if I failed to protect her, it’d be because I was already dead, but…

“Dearest one, are you not being too cruel to your poor sister?” Selensha interjected. “If I was to know that you would be slain, I’d be unable to endure the heartache. Your sister clearly cares for this one, so why not compromise? Please, for me?”

“Your words are wise. You are one of the stoatkin, if I am not-not mistaken?” Shaeula asked her. “To see such white fur and powerful elemental control, you are quite-quite the accomplished mage, and wise too.”

“I thank you, sister-in-law.” She smiled at the compliment. “Please forgive your brother for this. His love can be extreme… but his kindness is great too. I’m sure he will relent and choose a more fitting Price.”

“Sister-in-law? Are you a wife of my brother? I was not aware he had taken a second.”

“Indeed, she is my second wife. We courted and married after you had left-left us.” Shaeraggo said proudly. “She is wise and beautiful. Though she is not of the weaselkin, her lineage is noble, of the stoatkin Earldom.”

“Well, congratulations.” I said. “Two wives, huh…” Shaeula really wasn’t kidding about her family and their propensity for polygamy. No wonder she can confess to me despite me having Eri… “She seems nice, anyway.”

“Do not look at my wife with your vile eyes, wretch!” Shaeraggo protested, before Shaeula spoke over him, rolling her eyes in annoyance at his predictable rage.

“Akio would not-not covet my sister-in-law, do not-not be a fool, brother. Anyway, I welcome you into my family, Selensha, was it not-not? I hope we can be good friends from now on-on. Though if my brother does not-not change his foolish Price, our acquaintance will be short indeed.”

Under the gaze of both his sister and his wife, Shaeraggo shrank a little. He glared at me, as if the situation was my fault, rather than his own, before coming to a conclusion. “Very well, it pains me, but I can refuse my wife nothing, and for love-love of my precious sister I shall relent. For the third Price I shall demand that this mortal has his Astral body crippled. He shall live out his life bound to the mortal realm once more, never to see my sister again. This is the most I can concede!”

Crippled huh? I’m guessing that means I’ll go back to being an ordinary person. That’ll be tough, I’ve got used to the power and excitement, and more importantly… I’d never get to see Shaeula again…

“I see-see. I must first discuss this.” Shaeula said. I expected her to talk to me, but instead she released my hand and walked over to Eri, leaning in close to have a whispered conversation. She had thrown up a barrier of wind to prevent sound leaking out, but through the verdant haze I found I could read their lips, at least getting some of the meaning, though Shaeula’s cute weasel-face made her words largely indecipherable.

“… sure about this? I don’t want ….” Eri was saying. Shaeula patted her gently on the shoulder, and said something I couldn’t understand. Tears were gleaming in Eri’s eyes as she responded.

“Of course I’ll… …. Akio for ever. I’ll comfort… … make him sad. To him… … … important!”

Shaeula shook her head, and now Eri was angrily scrubbing at her tears. “Fine then. I’ll… … just win! I don’t want regrets!”

Shaeula beamed at her, as if she had heard something wonderful. She turned to go, but Eri grabbed the sleeve of her yukata, gripping tightly, and her expression had changed, to one of jealousy. Shaeula swallowed softly, eyes wide.

“… … this about defiled… … indecent… cheating on me? Well, tell me?”

Ugh, Eri is really, really mad. We really haven’t done anything to be ashamed of though, I swear!

Shaeula said something back, I think it might have been along the lines of “to save her life” but she continued to speak, and Eri finally nodded, releasing her arm.

“… trust you… still doesn’t make me happy… but… … … never want you to die, so I forgive…”

They exchanged a hug, and Shaeula came back over. Her brother was clearly curious, but before he could ask about Eri, Shaeula spoke. “Very well brother. Your terms are harsh, but we can-can accept them. Assuming you can meet my Price, of course?”

Seems like Shaeula has a plan. I can leave it to her then. I want to know what she talked about with Eri, but I also don’t want to at the same time…

“Akio was wise-wise when he demanded I receive my due in terms of subordinates. I shall follow his lead. I wish for my fair-fair share of the treasures of our family.”

At her words Shaeraggo was puzzled for a moment, before erupting in anger again. “So the mortal brat does wish for our wealth! How base, putting my sister up to begging for him…” He was halted by Selensha, who gently bonked his head with the heavy crystal staff she carried.

“Listen to your sister, please. Don’t let your fancies run away with you. it’s a bad habit of yours, my husband. She doesn’t seem like she is under any duress. As one in love, I can recognise the same in her eyes.”

“My foolish brother seems-seems to have chosen his female wisely.” Shaeula remarked. “You would do well to listen to her-her. I am not-not talking about the trash that we used to fool mortals with, or trinkets with no value other than looking pretty. Akio can give me as much-much of that as I wish for.” She seemed proud for some reason. She gestured to one of her Kamaitachi, who hurried off. “No, we need items of power-power, so I request my share of the treasures such as weapons, wonderous items of providence, and also…” The Kamaitachi hurried back, carrying an Etherite, shining red in his paws.

“… these. As many as you can spare.” She took the Etherite and showed him. “Green and blue ones would please me most-most, but I shall take any and all-all that can be given.”

“I see. The vault is full of such-such. I can concede them, but…” Shaeraggo turned to look at his wife, who gave us a searching look.

“We use these stones of concentrated ether to work certain arts and they can be used to strengthen equipment. While many of them rest in our stores, awaiting times of war when they are used in abundance, even now in times of peace we still use them to fortify wards and repair artefacts. As such, you can’t have them all.”

“I merely wish for my fair-fair share.” Shaeula reiterated. “Also, this talk of strengthening items intrigues me. You should-should throw in someone versed in such-such arts to teach Akio and me. It would be but for… let us see. Three mortal moons. That works with your first Price, does it not-not?”

“I can accept the Pri…” Shaeraggo began, but Shaeula cut him off.

“Wait my brother, wait. You are an archer, are you not-not, and one of some renown?”

“Of course.” He puffed up pridefully, displaying his silver bow. “I am-am one of the greatest hunters of the Seelie Court. You know this. What of it?”

“Well, you have many-many worthy bows in your collection, I remember you showing them to me when I was younger, not-not that I had much interest at the time, hunting is such a foolish pursuit…”

Ouch, sick burn. That’s like my sister calling all my manga, anime and figurines ‘otaku crap’. It kind of hurts…

“You wound me, little sister, though I cannot expect you to understand the thrill-thrill of the hunt, for that is the purview of males. But what of it-it?”

“I need you to include a bow for someone of this-this size, with a reach like so…” She gestured with her arms, sketching out someone’s size. Is that… Aiko? It must be…

“Make sure it is one of your finest, I will not-not accept anything less.” she finished.

“To ask for my bows, which I cherish as my prized possessions…. You have grown bold indeed, and were you not my adorable sister, I would strike you down-down.” He said grimly. “Your attitude requires much correction, when you are in the mansion I have prepared for you, we will have-have ample time to recover the closeness we shared.”

“Yes-yes, if you say so, my big brother.” She did not back down. “But do you accept our Price?”

“I accept your final Price. So, all is agreed. I so pledge.”

“Yes, all terms are agreed. You must-must also pledge agreement, Akio, since I challenged on your behalf.”

“I agree all the terms. I pledge this.” I said, and when I did, that nauseating, uncomfortable feeling of something ill-omened moving closer to us in the future returned, stronger than ever, as if we had just taken another step towards it…

Ominous. Hopefully this wasn’t a mistake. No, I trust Shaeula, and if she thinks this is the best way… "So, what are the challenges we will be undertaking? I guess we have to agree those too?”

“We do indeed.” Shaeraggo grinned savagely, and I took a step back involuntarily at the wild glee he showed. “Yet the challenged party has more say… so, my sister, foolish mortal scum, shall we… agree?”


One Hundred And Thirty-Five


“My Selensha is truly a talented wielder of the water element, as well-well as being well-versed in many unique Fae magics.” Shaeraggo bragged. “She is also one of the finest healers in the Court. She was even called to see the King once, though she cannot talk-talk about it.”

“That is very-very impressive, sister-in-law.” Shaeula agreed. “I dare say that Akio would be fascinated to learn-learn of your insights into water. He is quite-quite the wielder of the elements himself.” Not to be outdone, she bragged back about her own partner, even if I wasn’t her romantic match, despite her words.

“Never. I will not have Selensha tainted by this disgusting beast who has stolen your good-good sense.” Shaeraggo spat, before forcing himself to calm down, a predatory glint in his eyes. “No, that does not matter right now. The reason I mention this-this, is that one art she knows is a water barrier, Moonlight Mist Realm. It is… quite specialised, more a work-work of wonder, rather than being practical. Perhaps you have heard of it, my little sister?”

“I can not-not say I have. What is your point, my brother? Surely you have one?”

He does. Selensha looks uncomfortable, as does Ulfuric. I’m hardly the expert on Fae facial expressions, but I’m sure I can see resignation in his gaze.

“Moonlight Mist Realm creates a space where those Fae who agree a pledge to the spirits of mist and water Selensha calls-calls upon will become as a fog, real, yet not. While what happens within feels as one would expect, sensations and feelings reproduced, that is not the case. When the veil of mist lifts, much harm is undone, that which happened under the fog vanishing as mist under a gentle breeze. Though not all-all, of course…”

Damn, that sounds a really powerful skill, but with the drawback being you have to agree it, it can’t be used in battle to defeat an opponent. At least I think it couldn’t.

“That sounds far-far too mighty, how-how could we ever lose to the Unseelie with such magic?” Shaeula was also sceptical.

“Well, the Moonlight Mist Realm only works if everyone within pledges, else the spirits will not manifest their arts.” Selensha explained. “So it is mostly used for training, or…”

“… or Trials of Three.” Shaeraggo finished, pleased. “Anyone should be able to use the barrier, though those who are not Fae would not benefit from its protection. Of course, I am sure that any male you chose would not be so cowardly as to abandon you because of the risk-risk of death.”

Bastard. No, I wouldn’t. “So, trial by combat then it seems. Well, I guess I’m no good at riddles, so…”

“Wait, why would you go so far, brother? You know I will not-not allow you to kill Akio, for…” Shaeula said urgently, only for him to interrupt her.

“Enough, my sister. I have no intention of killing him… though accidents do happen.”

“The Mist isn’t infallible.” Selensha said worriedly. “Even those Fae under protection, never mind still feeling the pain and injury until the barrier is dispelled, if they take critical damage or too much at once, then the spirits can fail to prevent it. If injured repeatedly and excessively, the barrier can also be bypassed. I can heal those who survive, but…”

“So, everyone shoulders fair risk.” Shaeraggo finished for her. Selensha shook her head, aqua eyes downcast, as he continued gleefully.

“Some more than others perhaps, but you challenged me. If I had my way-way, little sister, I would have crushed this feeble Territory and all your worthless followers, killed this mortal and took you home by force. When a child errs, one must correct them-them after all. Instead, you brought us to this. So it is only right that the challenger, your… Akio…” he spat, as if the name itself was filth. “… shoulders the greater burdens.”

I pulled Shaeula into a hug, not caring that it would make him angrier. “He’s right you know. It may be a way of the Fae, but we have a chance to win, whereas if we faced all of his forces head on…” We looked out across the ranks of his forces. “… well, I wasn’t confident.”

“If you accept it, I shall too-too. So, speak, my brother. What battles will you have us fight?”

“My poor misguided sister, beguiled by this wretch. You were born without the great power we royal Seelie bear-bear within us. Perhaps it is the mingling of bloodlines. I do not blame you for this, after all, who can control their birth? But you still-still have magnificent gifts, and perhaps in the future your talents will truly bloom. But-but for now you are but a petulant child, disobeying her wiser brother. And such children need discipline. Though it wounds my heart…”

“Enough with the complaints, you have repeated them until I am sick-sick of hearing it.” Shaeula sighed. “So I am to battle then? I have no fear, you shall see I have not-not been idle in my time here.”

“Ulfuric.” Shaeraggo called, and he answered, his powerful voice tinged with sadness.

“Yes, my prince.”

“You shall take on my little sister in the first Trial. Do make sure she learns that she still-still needs my protection, and should be safe under my tender care.”

No way, she’s going up against him? He’s fast, strong, skilled…

“I can see-see you worry for me.” Shaeula reassured me. “I admit to feeling some little fear myself. But I have grown strong, have I not-not? You have praised me, and I believe though the fight will be a grave one, I can-can win.”

“I cannot go easy on you, little princess.” Ulfuric sadly answered. “I have my orders. Though I shall defeat you swiftly, with as little pain as possible. Your brother would grieve if you were accidentally slain here.”

“Oh Master Ulfuric, I remember watching you and my sister train when I was a child. You were so big, so strong, yet so-so kind. Even now this has not-not changed. I appreciate your care. Yet you do me a disservice. I have stated it again-again and again. I am not-not the child I was. I shall face you, and I shall give it my all.”

“Well said, little princess.” He approved. “If nothing else, your spirit now matches your pride.”

Eri had crept over to me, her face pale as snow. “She… will she be all right? Shaeula’s so small, and he… he’s … I don’t want to see her get hurt or worse.”

I stroked her head while Shaeula and Ulfuric were attracting all attention. Whispering softly into her ear, I tried to reassure her, although I wasn’t sure myself. How did it come to this? “Ulfuric is dangerous, true, and skilled, but at least that means he won’t accidentally overpower the spell. I think we can trust him that much. Shaeraggo doesn’t want his sister to die, any more than we do. Though he thinks a harsh lesson is what she needs, even if she resents him for it.”

He was in the wrong, not listening to her, but he’s decided it is best for her. Could I put my sis through the same, if it was for her own good? I’m not sure I can. It wasn’t praise in my mind for him, most certainly not, but there was also a tiny modicum of respect at his single-minded dedication…

“If you can’t face this, just expel your aether and wait for us in the Material. We’ll handle it.”

“I can’t.” Eri whimpered. “I was listening, I may not know much about what you do, but I’m not a fool. If you lose… I’ll get you back, but I’ll never see Shaeula again. She.. she asked me to… no, never mind. I… I have to see it through, so that if the worst happens… I can say a proper goodbye.”

“So strong.” I put more strength in my hand, mussing her hair. “You really have matured. Anyway, trust in us. We won’t go down easy, I promise you that.”

Ulfuric and Shaeula had finished reminiscing, so Shaeraggo outlined the second Trial. “Once the battle is decided, after my Selensha restores everyone, we shall have a mock-war. My forces versus yours.” He grinned. “Such as they are…”

“That hardly seems fair, now does it, brother? I know-know you have the right to propose Trials, but we must have some agreement.” Shaeula was unimpressed. “Besides, many of our followers are not-not Fae, so can not-not share the blessings of this Moonlight Mist Realm.”

“We shall fight, princess!” one Kamaitachi declared boldly, and the other chimed in as well.

“Yes-yes, we do not fear death, for as your kin, our spirits shall remain safe until we return!”

“Such loyal followers. You see, you have nothing to fear.” Shaeraggo was delighted. “I shall give them a chance to redeem themselves for their failures in your care-care. I and this mortal shall not compete, and obviously Selensha is needed to wield the barrier and heal afterwards… I am also not without mercy, so I shall limit the forces I send against you. I would not wish to tire you, my love. Such barrier magic is harsh indeed.”

As he flirted with his wife, Shaeula and I discussed our options. “We have Grulgor, and his armour is quite powerful. A Fae of old bloodline would never-never be able to wear such a suit, for weakness to iron is in the blood. Newcomers inducted to the Seelie Court over time have less of the old vulnerabilities. With him we have a chance, for he can-can match Ulfuric, and we have-have his Trolls too…”

“Despite that, you’ll be massively outnumbered…” I warned. “And you’ll be tired from your previous battle.” Assuming you aren’t even too hurt to fight. No, I won’t dwell on the worst-case scenarios. I’ll have faith in you, just like you do in me.

“Did you forget?” She pulled out her pinwheels. “Numbers mean nothing to us. I shall-shall mow them down until we are victorious. And I must-must, because…” Her amber eyes were wavering, and I could see that her bravado was a front to push down her fears. “…if the final Trial is as I fear, I need to win-win, before you face him…”

As if waiting for her words, Shaeraggo spoke. “And so, the final Trial. A fitting clash between the mortal snake who has deceived, despoiled and deluded my precious little sister, and her noble big brother, who will crush-crush him underfoot and retrieve her.”

“I must-must win our first two Trials, for my brother may be arrogant indeed, but-but he is a mighty hunter, that is no lie. He is blessed with Mystic Eyes, those that can-can see and control the wind, and his skills-skills with the bow are great. I know you are powerful, I have seen-seen your growth, but still you fall short of my brother in skill at arms. Should you face-face him, especially without the grace of this Mist barrier…. I fear-fear my brother will…”

“Your big brother will fight fairly, as a true noble prince of the Seelie.” Shaeraggo spoke. “As I told-told you, my dear sister, I shall not set out to kill this mortal, much as I would wish to-to. However, if he proves a weakling, and my arrows take his life… well, blame his misfortune for daring to defile you.” He turned to me then, and as if daring me to back down, he strode forwards, until we were almost touching, his green eyes boring into mine.

“My sister insists you are her male, and a good, strong, brave one at that…” His face twisted sourly at the words he was speaking. “… so surely you will not disgrace her and you-you, by backing down. Should you do so, all agreements are void, and I will take back my sister here and now-now. Make your choice, mortal.”

“Choice? There isn’t a choice.” No, not if I’m to stay true to myself. I could feel a phantom ache in the faint scars the dog had left on me that day, long ago. Now it was Shaeula that was being menaced, her brother scheming to snatch away her freedom, through well-intentioned but ruinous foolishness. And just as I stood up to protect Aiko and Eri then, those precious to me, I would stand in front of the arrows of her brother to protect Shaeula, even if my body was pierced, my blood spilled, I would never give in!

“We accept your Trials. Though let me make one further proposal, in the way of mortals, not the Fae.”

“Oh, I shall humour you, since you have so-so bravely pledged to face my arrows, assuming of course that my little sister can even manage to win one Trial beforehand.”

Arrogant shit. We’ll see who laughs last. “Well in the human way, how about a wager? If I can defeat you, then you have to accept that I am worthy to stand by Shaeula’s side.”

“Laughable. To think you were that foolish. So when I defeat you, then what?” Shaeraggo snorted, incensed and amused by my demand.

“If I lose, I’ll never see Shaeula again, which is punishment enough. But… let me see… before you cripple my Astral body, whatever that entails, I’ll get down and grovel before you, making myself the wretched, vile mortal you claim me to be.”

“Akio, I can not-not let you lose your dignity…” Shaeula began, as Eri also shouted her denials, but I silenced them both with a raised hand.

“Sorry girls. This is a wager between men. So, what do you say?”

“Bah, for a second there-there I almost found myself respecting you. Very well. I shall enjoy seeing you kiss my feet. It is decided then. I also accept the Trials.”

“I accept the Trials.” Shaeula said in a small voice, angered by my wager.

She doesn’t understand. If I lose, my pride is worthless anyway. It’ll hurt, Eri seeing me that way, and she may even lose all respect for me, may even stop loving me, but if I fail Shaeula, maybe I deserve such a fate. No, who am I kidding, Eri will still stand by me, she’s too good for me… but pride cuts both ways. If I win, and we can get Shaeraggo to at least accept me as her ally…

“Very well then. Selensha, my dear wife, please prepare the Moonlight Mist Realm. Ulfuric, my little sister. Prepare yourselves. Under the old ways of the Fae, we shall compete to see which of us is right-right and worthy of the price paid…”


Side Thirty-Four – Mori Eri


The scene in front of me was incredible. It was one thing when I was taken by Akio to this strange place when we were in Las Vegas, but then there was only the deserts and nasty giant scorpions. Here there was… well… how could I even explain it?

“Come forth, spirits of water who serve the King of all the Seelie, Monarch of the Fae!” the strange white-furred … person… Selensha, I think it was… was chanting rhythmically, voice pitched with strange cadences. Swirls of orange light were circling around Shaeula, who was standing proudly at the centre of the surrounding crowd. Next to her was a very intimidating opponent, who was well-armed and muscular, and massively taller than Shaeula, who was slight and slender. He’s like a badger. Quite often they could be seen in the mountains, though I had always stayed away from them, as they could be aggressive. Aiko had a picture book with talking animals in it, her mother had given it her as a child. And the badger in that looked a lot like this one, though… Far less terrifying. His armour is glittering gold under the light, and he has a lot of weapons…I swallowed nervously, my hands sweaty.

“Swear to the spirits, that you shall accept their benevolence, that you may battle in the dream of the mist under the moon…” Selensha continued, her husband, Shaeula’s brother, looking on pridefully.

Shaeula wasn’t lying when she said her family had multiple wives… Still, that wasn’t important, what did matter was that he was really scary. Not his appearance, as that was more strange, maybe even a little comical, but his… his intensity, his anger. When his glare had caught me, his green eyes piercing, I had cowered, hating myself a little for it. But Akio… he had met him head-on, not backing down an inch. Shaeula too.

As Shaeula and the badger Ulfuric both said their vows, the orange lights intensified, and a great billow of mist blew down from the skies above, blanketing the field momentarily. I shivered again, from the cloying damp sensation, as well as fear of this unknown situation and the aggression directed at us I was hardly used to. It was then I felt the warm touch of a hand in mine. I turned, to see Akio looking at me, concern writ on his face.

“Don’t worry, I’m here with you. Whatever happens, you’ll be safe. Besides, Shaeula taught you how to expel your aether in a flash, right?” He said, his smile kind, and my heart skipped a beat, as it seemed to be doing more often as I spent longer with him.

“I know.” I said slowly. “But… I don’t understand. Why does Shaeula, do you…” The thought of Akio having to grovel before that unpleasant brute that was Shaeula’s rude brother made me mad, my stomach aching fiercely. But even worse was the thought of them getting hurt. I didn’t have many friends, but I couldn’t lie to myself. Shaeula was one, and a better friend than I deserved. If only she didn’t love Akio too… “… have to fight? Don’t you want to stop this?” All the talk of Territory and other strange matters went over my head, it was a world apart from what I knew. I did want to know, to be a part of every aspect of Akio’s life from now on, but if at every turn was danger… “I worry Shaeula is going to get hurt or worse. I mean, look at him!”

His hand tightened on mine, and I followed his line of sight, to Shaeula, who was exchanging words with Selensha and Ulfuric, her expression relaxed. Though I know her better than that, I think. Her posture was stiff, betraying her nerves. My own vision strayed back to Akio, and at the complicated mixture of anxiety, pride and other emotions, I couldn’t help but lean in close to share my own meagre warmth in return.

“Oh, of course I don’t want Shaeula to fight. But this is something she believes in. I didn’t want you to come to the Boundary today either, did I? But didn’t you tell me that while you loved me, that didn’t mean you had to do everything I say?” He forced a smile, but underneath it was pain. “You were right of course, if you care about someone, you have to let them do what is important to them. Though if this was truly dangerous, I would have stopped her. This Moonlight Mist Realm means that they shouldn’t suffer permanent injuries, and Shaeraggo… well, no matter what I think of him, he does love his sister so wouldn’t do her harm. I’m sure of it…”

Indeed, the black-furred weaselkin was approaching Shaeula, and I was again struck at just how adorable she looked in her true form. If she stayed like that all the time I wouldn’t be threatened by her. But as a girl she’s gorgeous, so pale and doll-like, with unique eyes…

“It is not too-too late, my little sister. Your insolence has no doubt been caused by this lowly thief of a mortal. When you are separated from him, you shall surely see the error of your ways.”

Shaeula merely scoffed at him, not deigning to answer. Shaeraggo was annoyed, continuing to browbeat her. “Once a Trial of Three has been agreed there can be no-no withdrawal, that is true. But you can still concede your challenges, and allow me the victory. I shall rid-rid you of your corruption and we can go back to how things were. Do you not miss us, your siblings? Why stay here away from the glories of the Court?”

Uhh, I think Shaeula’s brother is a bit dumb. I’ve heard the stories from Shaeula and even here. She can’t go back yet, that’s the point. I bet Aiko is glad Akio isn’t that way…

Shaeula seemed to feel the same, as she yawned ostentatiously, and I had to stifle a laugh behind my free hand.

“Oh please, brother.” Shaeula said when she was done taunting him. “Do not-not look so foolish in front of your new wife, it shall sour her opinion of you, and she seems too-too talented to upset.” At her praise Selensha puffed herself up taller, and Shaeula spared her a smile. “I shall never concede, not-not even if my body is broken and my spirit is shattered.” She turned away, back to us. “Akio, have faith in me. I know-know you had little wish for me to endanger myself, but this is the path I, no we, have chosen. We can not-not shy away from trials, not-not if we are to honour our Oaths and Boons. But rest assured, I shall take as a few-few risks as I can.”

Akio nodded, clearly choked with emotion, worry plain on his face, easy for me to see, as I had been watching him all these years. As he replied with words of encouragement, as much for himself and me as Shaeula, her gaze strayed to me, and her placid amber orbs seemed to peer into my very soul. She smiled, mischievously and also with trust, and I was forced to remember the words we had shared only a short while ago, hidden from Akio, and I felt my fears return, face paling, body shaking. At that Shaeula merely shook her head, signalling me to be strong.

“Are you really sure about this?” I had asked. “I don’t want it to end this way, not… not and lose you. Akio, he couldn’t bear it either…” Shaeula merely patted me on the shoulder, her touch kind. Her words had then rocked me, shaking loose tears of guilt and fear.

“You do care greatly for Akio, you truly deserve to stand by his side. But I am just as pleased you do not-not wish me gone. I feel I now have a place in your heart as well-well.”

“Of course I’ll never wish you gone! It would wound Akio for ever. I’ll comfort him as best I can, I love him, but if you are gone… it’ll make him sad. To him… it isn’t just me who is important!” After our talk on the plane I could say it. My jealously and insecurity wasn’t gone, far from it, like she said, it would take time to heal slowly, but I could accept that Akio cared for others. His family, Aiko… Shaeula. And if she was to be stripped from us, then Akio would grieve. I would do my best to heal him, but compared to not suffering the pain at all, I knew what I wanted for him… I had angrily dashed away my tears of weakness, trying to gather my strength that I surely possessed, deep down.

She had nodded her approval, which somehow made me angry, so I gave her some selfish words, though they hid my true worry. “Fine then. I’ll forgive you if only you just win! I don’t want regrets!”

At that she had smiled so beautifully, so full of surprise and joy. And for a moment I felt it might be all right to walk along side her, me on Akio’s right, her on the left. Then the moment was gone as she turned away and I remembered something her brother had said, something disquieting. I had grabbed her yukata and brought her close, my jealously surging up as if it was rebelling against my previous wishes.

“So, do tell me, what is this about being defiled and corrupted? Have you been doing indecent things with Akio, betraying my trust and cheating on me? Well, tell me?” At the thought of what I had said I flushed shamefully. I was so low, getting worked up at such a crucial time, even when Shaeula had defended me when Akio had tried to refuse my request to train here. But some things were important…

“Pay that no-no mind.” Shaeula had said, without a trace of guilt. “Yes, we shared our essences, which is considered something one would only do with those they truly trust and admire, but-but…” She had locked eyes with me and I could see no falsehoods, only deadly seriousness. “Akio did that but-but to save my life. The flames were consuming my very being, and he poured himself within to stabilise me. He saved-saved my life, and had no thoughts of intimacy. I swear on my very-very pride this is true.”

She was no liar. I knew that. She might enjoy teasing and playing tricks, but she would not have lied to my face. I believed I meant more to her than that. She meant more to me!

“I trust you, I do, though the thought still doesn’t make me happy, but I guess it might be like CPR? I’m a little upset, but Akio, Aiko and I, we would never want you to die, so I forgive you both. You owe me though, all right?”

She had clasped me in a warm hug then, and whispered something into my ear. “I shall spend my whole-whole life making it up to you and Akio. So have-have faith in me, and look on with eyes unclouded and see that I am worthy to stand by your side… and if not…”

Even after her words I had struggled to believe, but seeing that Akio was torn as well, desperate to protect her from harm yet unwilling to trample her autonomy, and that he had learned to do that from me… there was no more time for tears. I would watch and engrave it into my heart, the bravery and pride of the woman who was my rival, but wanted to be my friend. She had said something else then too, words too painful for me to even recall right now. No, they won’t come true. They can’t…

“Ulfuric, you can teach my foolish little sister a hard lesson.” Shaeraggo was finally tired of her taunts. “Do not kill her of course, or leave her scarred. She is too beautiful to be any further marred. Still, only when one is burned will they truly have appropriate fear-fear of the flame, it seems.”

“As you wish, my prince.” Ulfuric turned to Shaeula, bowing to her gracefully, despite his bulk. “Well little princess. I remember you watching your sister and brothers spar with me in the courtyard of your father’s castle. You had quite the attitude even then. It is both a relief and a shame to see you have changed little due to your hardships.”

“Oh, I have changed much-much.” She disagreed. “But I remember those times fondly, Master Ulfuric. You looked very dashing in your armour of gold-gold, wielding many weapons with ease. You used to carry me on your shoulders when I asked and none-none of my maids were looking, as I recall. Fond memories. Alas now, I have precious memories I treasure far-far more. So I shall show you just what changes these hardships have brought to me-me.”

“Very well. I applaud your courage. It truly befits the daughter of Prince Shaetanao, and your noble mother too. Still, I fear you do not understand that bravery does not trump power. Forgive me, little princess, for this lesson is liable to hurt.” The giant badger unstrapped his spear, carrying the cruel, bronze-tipped shaft of ash in his massive hands.

“True, and power is what I shall-shall display.” Shaeula withdrew her own weapons, the strange festival-toy windcatchers I had seen her with, attached to long metal strings. “Sister-in-law, if you could do the honours?”

Selensha looked at both her husband and Akio, and at their nods (Akio clutching my hand tighter as he gestured) she raised one hand, before letting it fall, a surge of orange energy cascading upwards. “Begin the first Trial of Three. May the gaze of the King and Queen fall beneficently on the victor, and mercifully on the loser!”

“I shall start then!” Shaeula shouted, and dazzling jade blades of wind slashed out from her across various angles, whistling through the air.

“Hmm, not bad, you have improved a touch, little princess.” Ulfuric observed, looking unruffled. Using speed belying his burly frame he dodged many of the attacks, the cleaving blows tearing up the ground. Several others he deflected with his armguards and greaves, the blows rocking him a little but doing no damage. “But you need more than this to challenge me!”

Ulfuric darted forwards, his spear making probing thrusts, the point moving quickly, my eyes struggling to keep up. Still, Shaeula was dodging, hopping backwards gracefully, not letting up with the torrent of jade light.

“Is… is she going to be able to hold him off? Her attacks aren’t hurting him.” I asked, and Akio nodded.

“Shaeula is keeping it cagey to start. She’s showing off more power than she used to have, but it’s a far cry from what she can do now. Besides, she hasn’t even used her pinwheels yet.”

Ulfuric must have agreed, as his spear was accelerating, pressuring her. “You need to use your strange weapons soon, little princess. You cannot hope for your wind to check me, with this little power.”

“Oh, really?” Shaeula scoffed, six serpentine coils of green air forming around her, swelling in size, weasel-heads that seemed to resemble her own face at the tips of the surging winds. Ugh, not sure that’s a good attack, it looks a bit creepy…

Ulfuric grinned, his fur blowing in the sudden pressure. Readying his spear he parried as the half-dozen wind-weasels roared towards him. There was a series of loud explosions, debris hurled outwards, and Akio spun me around, shielding me with his body, warm in his arms. No, did that get him? Did Shaeula win?

“Emerald Wind Prison!” Shaeula intoned then, and as Akio released me from his shelter, I could see her standing proud, a crater of cracked rock and stone spreading crazily across the floor, and a… whirling dome of swirling winds, the very air seeming to be torn apart by their passing.

Selensha clapped her hands at the display of elemental ability, before looking guiltily at Shaeraggo, who was observing impassively. Shaking his head, he let out a sigh. “Stop playing around, Ulfuric. Such a weak ward cannot hold-hold you.”

Ulfuric responded by simply shattering the defence, his spear flying through it, narrowly missing Shaeula, who was forced to deflect it by finally unleashing her pinwheels. One swung at the spear, knocking it aside, while the other darted in at Ulfuric, accompanied by a volley of descending drills of air she had prepared for his escape.

“Not bad, not bad at all.” Ulfuric said, some of his fur a little ragged. Swinging one arm he deflected the incoming pinwheel, the wire whining against his golden vambrace and throwing off sparks, before he struck it away. One drill of wind had caught his unarmoured shoulder, and faint droplets of blood were blowing in the breeze. “But still…”

His words were suddenly drowned out as the ground under him exploded, the drills of Shaeula having dug into the ground after falling and then bursting. Once more Akio shielded me, but I stood on my tiptoes, peering over his shoulder, unable to look away. The battle was frightening, and I worried for Shaeula, but it was also somehow epic, noble…

“That won’t be enough…” Akio said mournfully, and he was quickly proved right as a ruby light flared, and the ground collapsed, the explosions stopping as rock and dirt melted like clay, forming a solid underfooting. Ulfuric was there, dirty but unharmed, and in his hands he now carried a massive, long-handled mace.

“I take it back, little princess. That was well done indeed. Where did you learn such fine control? Even your sister would be proud.”

“Naturally, I learned it from Akio.” she declared pridefully, taking a moment to talk to her opponent. “We studied together and after much hardship I mastered many-many arts. Is that not-not right, Akio?”

Beside me, he agreed. “Yeah, you sure did, Shaeula. You learned faster than me, for sure. I need to grow stronger to keep up.”

“In that case, it is disrespectful to treat you as I remember you. I shall step up my attacks a notch. Do not hate me for this, princess. Your kin suffered many bruises at my hands, so consider this just another lesson.”

Ulfuric swung his mace at Shaeula, but she leapt away, her feet seeming to step on the air for a moment before she changed direction. As she did so her two pinwheels came in from opposite directions, striking from impossible angles. Ulfuric punched one away, the other trying to take his legs, but rock rose and met it, though it was only a barrier for a brief second before it was severed, and he leapt over it. Even so, the two wires came back on him, constantly keeping him on the defensive.

“Intriguing, I have never seen such weapons, not in the Court, nor in the lands of the mortals.” Ulfuric mused, striding through a shower of sparks, the shaft of his mace used to deflect the whining wires before they could injure his flesh.

“Nor should you have-have.” Shaeula did not let up her assault as she spoke, also firing off more jets and blasts of wind at any openings. The shrine grounds were looking disastrous now. “These are a gift from Akio, for me and me alone, made by his own hands. You shall not-not see their like again.”

At that I found myself pouting, unworthy jealousy burning up my throat. I didn’t want weapons as a present, did I? Besides, Akio has given me plenty… My hand went to my bare finger, the engagement ring not reflected here in this strange world. It was then I could see Shaeraggo, who was also seething in jealously, glaring daggers at Akio, and my unworthy thoughts vanished, replaced with a hollow, sick feeling. I’m… I’m not as bad as him, am I? If so, I could never face Akio or Shaeula again…

“I see. You do seem to care for the mortal, little princess. A shame. Even with all your toys…” He suddenly stepped forwards, his speed increasing. “… it will all be in vain!”

I let out a gasp, and beside me Akio was biting his lip, and I could see blood, red and silver. Shaeula was wielding her wires more ferociously, whipping Ulfuric, but she was being pressed, her speed not able to keep up with his sudden assault.

The air rang with a sickening crack, followed by a groan of pain. Bright blood blossomed, and several drops even flew far enough to strike my face. My eyes were wide, and I could see Shaeula hunched up, the sound of metal striking the ground as one of her pinwheels hit the stone below.

“Shaeula, no, be careful!” Akio cried beside me, and the concern in his voice, the anguish at her hurts, the sheer pain… all I can do here is support you both. I took his hand, and he was surprised by the sudden contact, having momentarily forgotten I was there. As I met his gaze I whispered a few words. “You told me to believe in her. You do it too, Akio. She wants no-one to have faith in her more than you.”

He was surprised, I think, before he favoured me with a smile, masking his pain, yet there was genuine warmth there. Turning back to the fight, we both watched what would happen next, but at the words of Ulfuric, who was standing tall over Shaeula, whose back looked so small, so fragile in comparison, I was rocked to the core…

“You are just too slow, little princess. If you were faster you might have dodged that, and your weapon could have won you the victory were you a little stronger…” One wrist was against his throat, the golden armour starting to shred against the cutting force of the vibrating wires of the one pinwheel Shaeula still held in a trembling hand.

If she was faster, stronger? My thoughts went back to the happiest night of my life, in Las Vegas.

“That Skill, Lovers’ Link. I have been stuck at Level five-five for quite some time. I believe if I was to acquire this Skill, the extra…” Shaeula had begun, after discovering a strange Skill that somehow had the potential to make me strong. I still didn’t fully get it, but I was studying. But it seemed that it needed… intimacy of the greatest kind… no, call it what it was, sex, making love with my Akio, to work. Why did he have to get such a strange, unfair Skill? Though thanks to it I am standing here, watching, supporting…

Aiko had warned her off, of course, but Shaeula had been undaunted, saying she felt that I would agree, as it was to her benefit. I couldn’t understand such thoughts at the time. Who in their right mind would allow someone to sleep with their love just for some power? My answer…

“Akio is my boyfriend, not yours, and if you do sex purely for gain, it is nothing but prostitution. A princess shouldn’t be a whore now, should she?” At the time I was angry and cold, and even now I thought it was wrong to have sex for gain, but… I called her a prostitute and a whore. Shaeula, the girl who encouraged me and Akio to be together just as much, perhaps more, than anyone. When I calmed down that morning I felt dreadful, guilty, but I was too weak, too scared, too prideful, to apologise.

Seeing Shaeula, fragile, beaten, so unlike the strong presence I was used to, I finally confronted my feelings. She had even said it, after. It wasn’t just for gain, it was because she loved Akio, and even though I did too, she saw no issue with it, able to love me too, in her own way. If… if… I was able to hold down my jealousy then, even if it was just for that one time… would the extra strength have been enough for her… to avoid such injury, to win, for both her own and my Akio’s dream?

“Shaeula, don’t hold back! Don’t worry about the second Trial, just … just don’t lose! I don’t care about me, but what about your dream? Don’t let it end here!” Akio shouted, his voice raw with pain, as though he was gargling blood.

Her dream? The final grim words Shaeula had said to me finally pushed out from the dark corner of my mind I had shoved them in. I was smart, I understood what this Trial meant, what was at stake. If we lost… Shaeula would be gone, never to see us, to see Akio again. But that was not what she cared about, even though I knew she cared… no, loved… as much as I.

“And if not-not… If I should lose, despite all efforts, and be taken-taken from this place, back to the gilded cage my brother wishes for me… you must continue to grow stronger. Under Price of Trial, Akio will be-be crippled spiritually. He will live once more as an ordinary mortal, fragile and weak. It will be left to you-you to grow stronger, to shield him from danger… to heal his heart. I can trust you on this, can I not-not, Eri, my friend, the one-one who understands and shares my love?”

She… she isn’t confident, she fears she’ll lose, but even then she worries for Akio, for me. My mind is made up! I don’t want this anymore…

As soon as the desperate call of support from Akio died down, I raised my own voice, unafraid of all the eyes from both sides of this dispute I drew to me. I was a coward, but if I took small steps, I could be as brave as Akio, as Aiko, as Shaeula… one day.

“I remember your words, Shaeula. But you had better not think that I’ll obey you! If Akio is to be safe, you have to be here to see it. I can’t do it on my own. I’m weak, but you promised to make me stronger. That isn’t done yet, so fight, fight, get up and fucking fight!” At the end emotion boiled out of me, and I swore crudely, more like something Aiko would do if it was just the two of us in private and she was really, really mad.

Akio gasped, looking at me in shock, and so was Shaeraggo, his green gaze blazing, contempt written across his features. Oh damn, I’d promised Akio not to draw attention to myself…

“Strange little mortal is right.” Suddenly a huge voice slobbered balefully. It was the huge Troll in armour, carrying a titanic mace over one shoulder. He had scared me when he started the fight and later stomped up to our corner, but now he was looking at me and Shaeula with his dirty yellow eyes filled with support. “Grul says you have nothing to fear from puny badger. Grul will prove it next Trial, but for now, little weasel, Grul says you should roar to the skies and break him. Have you no pride? Grul carries more weight with his mace. Remember that.”

Ulfuric had been watching the injured Shaeula as her shattered arm hung limp, blood pooling underneath her. Her second pinwheel had failed to penetrate, and was now buzzing helplessly in the air. Perhaps he had been waiting for her surrender, I didn’t know, but now he made to move under the gaze of his master. But as he did so, Shaeula began to laugh. Not a crazed laugh, or a laugh to mask her pain, but a bright one of good humour and irony.

“This is quite-quite the unexpected treat. I had expected Akio to cheer for me, and your words give me strength. Of course-course I shall defend my, no, our dream. But to think even that idiot Grulgor is trying to encourage me… wonders shall never-never cease. And you too, Eri. I thank you for your warm support. Perhaps this is that tsundere thing I have heard so much-much about?”

Before I could respond she stood tall. “I tried-tried to save too many trump cards for the second Trial. Perhaps it was indeed-indeed too much pride, but now… Akio, Grulgor, Eri, all those who support me… I have no-no wish to be separated from you.” She turned to her brother. “Watch carefully, my dear-dear brother Shaeraggo, at what your darling sister has learned, how she has grown.” She turned her gaze back to me one more time. “Watch me and know my resolve. When this is over… I hope we can speak once more-more.”

“Enough of this. End this farce, Ulfuric. My sister grows ever more delusional. We must-must take her from this place!” Shaeraggo cried, clearly unhappy with how things were proceeding.

“Stand down!” Shaeula shouted suddenly, a roar of green leaving her. For a brief moment, Ulfuric halted, and she used that time to grasp her second pinwheel, holding both handles in one small hand. They burst to life again, moving towards him, and his mace was tangled, snatched free from his grasp. She swung it, and he parried, sending it scattering across the devastated arena.

“Taste the fruits of my efforts, the proof of my love!” Shaeula shouted into the sudden stillness, every spectator watching, rapt, hearts hammering. Mine felt it was going to burst out of my chest. She isn’t even making any effort to hide how she loves him in front of me. But… now, in this moment… she’s shining, beautiful, her heart bare for all to see…

Ulfuric rushed forwards like a speeding truck, grabbing another of his weapons, this time a fierce battle-axe, the wicked twin blades glinting silver. Around him the weasel-snakes from before were forming again, more of them, bigger and fiercer.

“The same trick just larger does not work, little princess.” He warned, swinging his axe, aiming to finish the fight in one blow.

“Oh I know indeed-indeed.” She chortled, and suddenly within the verdant light yellow flames blossomed, like the rising of the sun at dawn. Ulfuric’s swing went wild, surprise robbing his moves of grace, and Shaeula deflected with her pinwheels, moments before the now fiery weasels descended, drowning the place in flame, gleaming citrine explosions echoing through the stunned stillness.

Even as the fires exploded, Shaeula was not done. Leaping into the air she vaulted over the roiling flames, and in her teeth was clutched a set of strange pink stone bells, making a pretty singing sound. Swinging her head, making them chime, she drew in a mass of wind energy, before raining it down in a series of gleaming green droplets.

Pretty… I was captivated by the sight, the brawl momentarily forgotten. But then Shaeula landed, and the jade precipitation flared, bursting into flames.

“I leaned this-this one from Akio…” Shaeula tried to explain to the watching Selensha, her mouth still full with the handle of the bell, muffling her words adorably. The white-furred Faerie had been watching the exchange of elemental battles with rapt interest, and I felt I could see respect for Shaeula growing within her. Not that I can blame her. She’s so impressive.

Not everyone was awed though. “You… you are a Fae of wind no longer! Wind and Flame, what madness is this, little sister? How, why?” Shaeraggo was using his Mystic Eyes to fully observe her, and was shocked by what he saw.

“You only now-now noticed, my brother?” Shaeula muttered, continuing the fiery rain over Ulfuric. “Perhaps you were too shocked by my bond with Akio to see-see deeply. I have grown, no longer a child. I would be pleased if you would see-see that. Flame is now also my power.” She forced down the grin that was building so that she wouldn’t drop her bells. “Perhaps one day soon-soon I shall master the lightning as well.”

At that Selensha and several others gasped. I didn’t get it, but it seemed a big thing. I looked at Akio, who whispered in my ear. “It seems that lightning is a rare element, one the Queen of the Seelie uses. I guess she’s making a bold claim here…”

“Do not let your pride blind you.” Ulfuric suddenly rumbled, crashing through the flames, axe held high. “You were doing so well up to now, little princess.” His fur was charred, one eye milky white and weeping hot pus, but he was also covered in a layer of stony dirt, giving off a dull red glow. “I truly never expected you to be one of the rare few who were capable of transcending their elemental limits, but alas… earth feeds upon the flame. Your luck has run out…”

I gasped, heart within my mouth as the axe neared her legs, ready to slice them apart. Beside me Akio was looking on, his hands balled into fists, blood leaking from where he was gouging his own flesh. As time seemed to slow down I wished, wished so hard, that my prayer would be answered. Come on, please. Shaeula, you have to win! You’ve fought so hard, you can’t lose now!

“I am blessed by Fortune! My luck… never… runs out!” Shaeula’s back gave off a bright yellow glow, almost seeming to have wings as the glittering light shone behind her.

“Of course, the batteries…” Akio muttered.

“… now shine-shine brightly. Lunar Flare!” she shouted triumphantly. Even as she did so she used strange footholds of air to boost her elevation a little.

Lunar flare? Uh, that naming sense is a bit… My thoughts were swallowed by the sudden light, bright enough to blind me, needles of pain stabbing into my eyes. All around I could hear other cries of protest, and also a gasp of pain from Shaeula, the sound of more breaking bone.

As the light died down, I could see Shaeula lying on the ground, looking up at the towering figure of Ulfuric above her. The bells had scattered free from her mouth, leaving her bloody, and her pinwheels were lying discarded, her one good hand outstretched in the air towards them. And her left leg…

No, it’s ruined! I choked back a sob as I saw the mangled state her leg was in. Even taking a hit from the flat of the axe had shattered it, bone visible under torn flesh. Still, somehow… she was smiling as she looked up at the colossal, looming presence above her.

The field was frozen, everyone motionless. Akio was watching, a dull look on his face, one I couldn’t identify.

“Ulfuric, you disappoint me-me!” Shaeraggo was shouting, dismayed at the state of his sister. “You went too easy on her and now she has been injured to such-such a degree. I wanted her to learn a lesson, not be tortured! Finish it now, enough of this-this… nonsense!”

He stood there, silent, merely peering down at Shaeula below him. Seeing that he was not answering, Shaeraggo turned his attention to Shaeula. “Little sister. Shaeula. I admit you have done well, but know when you are beaten-beaten! And just think! With your element of flame, I can use it to persuade father’s enemies to relent and let you return! Just say you are defeated, and this can all end-end as it should!”

That’s true, she could go home, but… Out of the corner of my eye the expression of Akio’s face had changed, and it was now calm. I don’t think it’s resignation… it looks… pleased?

Shaeula turned her head, all she could muster the energy to move, towards her brother. Her amber gaze was still bright though, as it had been ever since I met her. “I would like to go home…” she began, and her brother brightened, but as she continued his face twisted into a scowl. “… but to visit, for this is where-where I belong now. As for Ulfuric…” Her outstretched arm twitched, and suddenly I jumped as the head of his battle-axe slid off, striking the ground loudly, standing upright. “… He is indeed stronger than I, much stronger, but not-not only power…” She returned his words from earlier. “… matters, but wit-wit and cunning too. And Akio is a master of that, and has taught me well.”

“Indeed, little Princess. I never expected this…” Ulfuric rumbled. “It is beyond my expectations.”

“My foolish brother hampered you.” she continued. “Had you treated it as a battle, rather than a mere-mere tool of chastisement, I should have stood little chance.”

“I shall not make such a mistake next Trial then, little… no, princess.”

Shaeraggo was looking on, eyes glowing, his face shocked. I turned to Akio and asked him what was on my mind. “What… what happened? Shaeula and Ulfuric are talking… talking like Shaeula won?”

The sudden explosion of joy on his face warmed me. Akio looks so handsome when he’s happy… no, he always looks handsome… Pushing down the useless thoughts I listened to his explanation.

“She has him wrapped in ultra-fine threads of wind, like he is trapped in a spiderweb. It’s a bit like her pinwheels, just more of them, so many he is totally trapped. If he moves or tries to use earth to counter… well, I’m not sure even Selensha could patch him up. She learnt it from me, you know!” He seemed proud, and … and so was I. My friend, Shaeula… she had done so much, fought so hard…

Making sure to sear the result of the fight into my eyes, I fancied I could see winking green lights glittering around his throat, arms and legs. Shaeula twitched her arms, and faint droplets of blood leaked from Ulfuric, the stony armour he had conjured already sheared through.

“Very well then, I yield. If I move, I shall fall.” He said. “Very well done princess. Your parents will be proud.”

“The first Trial is over. Winner, Oshiro Moonstone Akio, and Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan!” Selensha called, releasing the spell. Mist billowed, and the worst of the wounds faded, leaving them merely exhausted and battered. Shaeula was too drained to stand, but as Akio rushed over I followed, feeling hot wetness running down my face.

“Well then, Akio, Eri. I won, as I promised. Now give-give me a chance to rest and the second Tria…” before she could finish, I flung myself on her, choking and sobbing. As I hugged her small body tight, she patted me on the head, like Akio did to us.

“I’m so … so glad you weren’t hurt worse. It’s my fault, if I’d have let you get that Skill…” I couldn’t even feel embarrassed about soaking her yukata, though a tiny, dazed corner of my mind did wonder just why I was crying and snotty, here in a different body in another world…

“Do not-not blame yourself. I understand.” Shaeula soothed me.

“That’s right.” Akio said, picking us both up in his arms and carrying us to the side, where Selensha was waiting to give healing, having already repaired Ulfuric with her water arts. “I’m sure Shaeula is just happy that you care so much about her. I know I’m happy. I care for you both, and think you should be friends forever.”

“We shall be, shall we not-not Eri?” Shaeula said, her smile kind, and once more I remembered some of the words we had shared, this time during the journey back from Las Vegas.

“He loves you, Eri, and I would see you too stand at his side for a long-long life. So sparing some time for me and Akio… surely you can do this?” she had said, and I understood she meant well, in her own strange, fey way. So still weeping tears of confusion, guilt and joy, I smiled, bringing a gasp from Akio.

“Of course. Friends forever! So… so don’t scare me like that again, all right? And whatever you do… don’t lose and go away from us!”

“It is a promise then! I shall sweep-sweep our foes away, win these Trials, and grow ever stronger. Together!”

“I’d like that.” I whispered as my voice failed, and the warmth of the arms of Akio and Shaeula around me felt so comforting, driving away all my fears…


One Hundred And Thirty-Six


Eri was still crying, her arms tight around Shaeula. As they were still wrapped within my own embrace, I gestured to Selensha, who had finished restoring Ulfuric to good health. She quickly strode over, and wielding her crystal-topped staff she began to channel elemental energies, the orange of water shimmering around us, a throng of bubbles that reflected the dark un-light of the Boundary into a series of shimmering rainbows, with colours unseen by mortal eyes.

That really is an impressive working. It makes my uses of elemental abilities for attack purposes look crude… and it works way better than my Ether Healing skill… I wonder… As I watched, the bubbles sank into the remaining wounds, rapidly growing new flesh and fur to replace her damaged body. Shaeula shivered at the touch, but her eyes were gleaming, watching as intently as I, hungry to learn.

Releasing Eri and Shaeula, I turned, as I felt a burning gaze upon us, my senses tingling. It was as I suspected, and Shaeraggo was glaring at me, his face twisted into an expression of annoyance and shock. As I met his eyes he looked away for a moment, before striding towards us, his sight on Shaeula. Seeing that, Selensha looked tense, while Shaeula herself passed Eri to me, standing tall and waiting for her brother impassively.

“Little sister, your victory was unexpected indeed-indeed!” he declared. “Your skills, while still immature, they have definitely blossomed. Please, I will-will ask again. Return with me to the mansion I have prepared, and I shall go to my father. Together we can overturn your cruel exile! It will be better-better for you. Kinder too.”

Shaeula shook her head, declining once more. “We have been-been through this, brother Shaeraggo. Once the Trials have been declared, they shall not-not be halted. Besides…” She cocked her head adorably, looking like a small animal, which I supposed right now she was, and even Eri giggled a little through her dwindling tears. “… I still fail-fail to see why you have-have such an issue with my choice. Have I not-not proved that I have grown, in both will, pride-pride and strength? Have I not-not achieved all my father sent me out to do?” She looked at Ulfuric, who was watching silently, the neat, armoured ranks of the weaselkin knights now formed up behind him, giving off an intimidating air. “I can hardly claim to be at Master Ulfuric’s level, not-not now anyway, but give me the three moons you have promised as Price, and when you return, I shall have grown once-once more.”

At her words Ulfuric nodded. “Indeed, princess. I know your tricks now, so you will need to have greatly improved. I look forward to seeing it.”

Selensha was opening and closing her mouth, no sound coming out, looking as if she wished to say something, but the tense atmosphere seemed to be stifling her. Indeed, the shrine grounds were awash with the forces of both sides, and a mistake could easily lead to conflict. Maybe I had better do something about this. He is her brother, and we don’t want to ruin their relationship, family is important after all.

“Prince Shaeraggo…” I tried to make things as formal as possible. After all, he seemed to be the sort that relished his nobility. “… Shaeula has been trying exceptionally hard to master new powers and strengthen those she has. We have pooled our Territory and are working on strengthening it, and should any political enemies try to harm her, well, you have my word we will deal with then like we did with…” Oh yeah, mentioning Grulgor here will probably set him off again. He was pissed about it before, not that I blame him… “… suffice it to say, we accepted this Trial of Three to prove ourselves to you, and reach common ground. I am sure Shaeula would love you to support her, as a brother should for his adorable sister.”

Shaeula was nodding agreement, but this only seemed to Shaeraggo angrier. “You dare speak to me, usurper!” he spat, his tone arctic. “My beautiful sister, she truly was a miracle, with her fur as bright as the sun, her eyes as gold…”

Oh hell, this is going beyond siscon and into… Gods, I don’t want to know what it is getting into… I gently gave Eri a push behind my back and she understood, scuttling away and hiding with our forces, surprisingly close to Grulgor, who had terrified her before. Maybe she's improved her opinion of him after the first Trial…

“… too many crawling insects surrounding her like flies-flies on an apple. But we siblings decided that only the most-most worthy could ever be her match. And you… mortal…” the word seemed to taste vile to him, his mouth twitching as he said it. “… you dared reach for the moon.”

Okay, maybe I see how to get through to him. “I can understand how you feel…” Well, perhaps a little, not to the crazy extent here… “… I have a sister too, and she is very important to me. I have to say though, she also has very pretty eyes, but if I was to go on like she has eyes as blue as the sky, or a figure lithe and sporty I think she’d be quite mad, and really creeped out. So maybe cut back on that a little? Just some advice from one brother to another. Anyway, why not praise your sister for what she’s achieved, she’ll be far happier…”

“You wretched crawling filth! How dare you compare our perfect Shaeula with your mortal wench of a sister… if it was not-not for the Trials I would put an arrow through your worthless heart now and…”

“Enough, brother.” Shaeula snapped, and behind her Selensha was nodding rapidly for emphasis. “I can forgive you treating me as a child, though it pains-pains me. But enough of this witless foolishness. Should you continue to be so-so abusive towards Akio, or insult Aiko, I shall-shall say this, and I shall swear it on the Throne of the Seelie. Even should you defeat us here-here and take me back to this mansion of yours, I shall never-never consider you or my other siblings kin again. And no Price you have demanded can force-force my hand. So show me the brother I used to respect.”

Her words caught him off guard. His deep green eyes went wide, and for a second he blinked stupidly, before gnawing at his lip in frustration. Ouch. Checkmate. Even thinking of Aiko talking to me that way and saying such things…

“Very well then.” After a long moment of thought, he agreed. “I shall… moderate… my dislike of this wort… this wretche… this mortal. I have been foolish.”

“Yes, but I do not-not hold it against you, should you mend your ways, for I too have made mistakes…” Shaeula began, relieved, giving her brother a smile for once, but he was not done.

“Indeed, I have misunderstood. It is indeed actually a good-good thing that you defeated Ulfuric. If you had lost there, I would never have had a chance to face this thei… usurpe… mortal in battle.” He was peering at me intently, as if he was truly seeing me for the first time. “I hope you can put up a fight worthy of my sister, lest you shame-shame her further.”

“I shall never-never allow Akio to battle you, brother Shaeraggo. I still retain great-great respect for your strength and skill with the bow-bow. No, I shall lead our forces to victory, and then brother, we should talk, all of us together. It pains me to be at odds-odds with you. I wish you to go back to the caring yet overbearing brother you used-used to be.” Shaeula broke in.

“I see.” He turned away, so I couldn’t see his expression. “Alas, sister you are too far gone. In deference to your threats, the foul trick I would expect from an Unseelie, I will say no more-more. Only that I pray it is not too late to return to how things were. As the moon in the lands of the Fae is unchanging, so too should you be, my sweet-sweet little sister, so charming, so vulnerable, needing our constant care and protection. I fear Ulfuric was unable to discipline you, though now he shall have another chance. Enough talk. The second Trial awaits. Everyone, come-come. We shall show no mercy!”

Hang on, that isn’t quite right. Didn’t he agree… I wasn’t the only one to notice, as Selensha spoke quietly. “Didn’t you promise them that you would limit the forces you employed? You can’t go against the Trials or else you’ll face grave consequences.”

“That’s right.” Eri whispered, nodding as she listened in to the arguing, still safe by Grulgor and his Trolls. I was pleased she was paying attention. Eri was smart, having her looking at a problem could give us fresh insights. Though what isn’t good is… Ever since Shaeula had interrupted, that niggling feeling of some approaching trouble was returning. I had felt it before the first Trial, and we had won, so… what good is some sort of danger sense or premonition if it’s this vague?

As the massed forces of the Fae gathered, Shaeraggo looked over them, before turning to us, his previous angry expression now eerily calm, a slight, mocking smile on his face. “Yes, well remembered. I did promise, my love, and Shaeraggo would not lie, not to his sister, not-not even when she is rebellious and needs correction. I had intended to leave out a decent-decent number of our more elite troops, for the Trials should not be a mockery. However…” His smile widened, showing his jagged teeth. “… my sister is an adult, she says, capable of making her own decisions, no matter how foolish or wrong.”

His gaze went to the smallest group of weaselkin he had brought, a half-dozen led by… wait, is that some sort of ratkin? … a smaller rodent-like humanoid, white-furred with pink eyes. The fur wasn’t the pure white of Selensha though, it was dirty and criss-crossed with bare patches caused by jagged scars. One ear was missing and a lot of skin was exposed and burned. It was wearing the most unusual attire as well, a series of leather plates, bound with loops of chain and rings of silver and bronze, as well as many winding belts, on what hung lanterns, clockwork devices and… that looks strangely like some weird sort of steampunk rifle, perhaps an odd crossbow?

“Ixitt, you and your Mortal Engineers shall sit this one out. Your powders and weapons are too-too volatile for such a fight. I have no wish to return her mind to clarity only to have her body ruined-ruined.”

“Keh-keh-keh.” Ixitt laughed, a half cough, half chortle. “Such a shame, my patron. So far it has been, keh-keh, quite the wondrous visitation. I feel my creativity rising. But there is still much to be gained, Keh-keh-keh, by watching.”

“Everyone else, form ranks.” Shaeraggo ordered, having made his choice. “There is not enough room for a full-scale battle here. We shall occupy the hills.” And with that he led his troops away. They followed him in good order, archers, spearmen, armoured swordsmen, musicians, mages… Well damn, this isn’t going to be good. We are outnumbered well over ten to one…

Ulfuric nodded to Shaeula with respect before following them, leaving only my forces, Selensha and these… Mortal Engineers, led by Ixitt.

“Females do not like petty males, brother! Do-do remember that!” Shaeula called after him, but got no response.

“I’m sorry about this.” Selensha was saying to me. “Shaeraggo… he, well… he has been extremely worried for his sister ever since she was effectively banished. What is worse is that despite the Prince claiming it was a journey of self-discovery, Duke Vulpatrius and Duke Formor have been spreading rumours that it was an exile, and everyone is gossiping about it. He… finds it hard to ignore such provocations, so he made this plan to come here and smuggle her to safety.”

She turned back to Shaeula then. “I’m sorry. But unfortunately, he is within his rights to take all those troops under the terms of the Trial. Now I need to go set up the ritual, it will take a while, this one is big.” She cast her eyes over our own troops. “Bring your allies, but remember, I don’t believe your mother’s servants, nor these snakes, will be able to benefit from the Moonlight Mist Realm. I will do what I can with my water healing, but…” she trailed off, obviously aware that death was the likely outcome of defeat.

“I understand, sister-in-law.” Shaeula sighed. “We will choose accordingly. You do have many-many troubles. Perhaps when this is over… no, never-never mind. When we have triumphed, then we shall see.”

Unable to wish her husband to lose, Selensha merely looked sad, before retreating after Shaeraggo’s vast host.

“Very well then-then. We shall choose our forces.” Shaeula declared, still seeming confident.

“Right.” I agreed, “The white snakes are out. We can’t risk them, and we still need to guard the Anchor. As for the Kobolds… no way, they can stay hidden where they are. They aren’t fighters.”

“We shall fight, we do not-not fear the risk.” One Kamaitachi said, and the other agreed. I made to decline, but Shaeula stopped me, raising one hand.

“If we win here, we shall be triumphant, and while they recover, we shall have our new-new troops to help us defend. If we lose here, and … and you face my brother and are defeated… then it will matter not-not either way.”

“Oh Shaeula…” Eri said, leaving safety now that the enemy was gone and hugging her. “… I believe in you, and in Akio. We’ll win!”

“Kek-keh-keh. So will this mortal be fighting too? Most interesting…” Ixitt chortled, eyeing her while he was behind Shaeula, touching her pinwheels curiously. Shaeula let out a gasp of annoyance and leapt back, carrying Eri with her.

“Hands off, ratkin. Just wherever did my brother dredge you-you up from?”

“Are ratkin unusual?” Her tone was strange, so I had to ask.

“There are very few-few in the Seelie Court. Most of them, like the Trolls and Giants, they joined the Unseelie long-long ago. So they are somewhat rare, yes.”

“Keh-keh. I like rare. Rare things and mortal things. These use Kobold bluesteel though, am I right? Keh-keh-keh.” Ixitt continued. “I have never seen the like, but it gives me such ideas. If only your brother… sorry, keh-keh, Prince Shaeraggo, was more understanding of his sister, I would have loved to remain and discuss mortal secrets. After all, their guns and explosives are so wonderful, keh-keh-keh. So unlike the Fae.”

Eri was a bit unnerved by this burned mad-scientist rat, so I stepped in front of her. “Careful, you are scaring Eri. And to answer your question, no she’ll not fight. She’s only observing.”

“Eri, is it? Many apologies, keh-keh. I have a bad habit of getting excited and losing… keh… myself.”

“It’s fine.” Eri said, clearly gathering her courage and acting calm. “I’ve just… never met someone like you before.”

“Well, guns are a wonderful thing. So very-very flashy.” Shaeula agreed, drawing his interest. “We had a grand time in Las Vegas firing many-many different types, did we not-not Eri? Aiko especially loved them.”

Ixitt and his weaselkin perked up at that. He gazed at Shaeula manically, and I reflexively sheltered her behind me as well, but Ixitt waved a hand to signal he meant no harm. “You have seen guns? Used them? On the Material Plane? Keh-keh-keh! Such impossible wonder! How could it be true? I am so... keh-keh... envious!”

Shaeula suddenly transformed, returning to her human guise. “My Akio, he has allowed me to walk the mortal world freely. It is quite-quite marvellous indeed, with many delights and strange fancies. You would no-no doubt find much to interest you. But alas, until I defeat my brother and end-end this farce, such wishes are futile.”

“Right.” I agreed, putting aside the crazed enthusiasm of the ratkin. “So, you, Grulgor, his Trolls, your weaselkin and two Kamaitachi. It doesn’t look good. Can you handle it?”

Beside me, Eri echoed my sentiment. “Please… don’t get hurt again. If you can’t win then…”

“No, Eri.” She shook her head. “I will win, I must win! I was not-not embellishing the truth when I said my brother is a great hunter and warrior. You are strong-strong indeed, my Akio, yet should it come down to you against my brother, well-well, I fear for your safety, never mind-mind our victory. Brother Shaeraggo is coldly furious now-now, I have never seen him so wroth. No-no, it is on me, and I shall deliver the victory I have promised, Akio, Eri.” She finished her long speech resolutely.

“Now, time Is short!” She then called to our forces. “If we are to stand any chance of victory, then-then we must…”

As I listened to her plans I was impressed by their cunning and ingenuity. She’s really been learning. You know, I think we might just have a chance… I clasped Eri by the hand once more, and together we watched warmly as Shaeula, imperious and gorgeous, rallied her troops, a true princess on the battlefield…


One Hundred And Thirty-Seven


As our forces trooped towards the hills at the back of the shrine where Shaeraggo’s host waited, Shaeula turned to me, an amused expression on her face. It’s good to see she is relaxed, but…

“You were mistaken when you spoke to my brother. Why should you not-not be able to praise Aiko just because she is your sister? It is hard-hard for me to understand. If you find her eyes beautiful, would she not-not be happy to hear this?”

Oh come on… I’m half-convinced she’s messing with me.

“Shae-u-la!” Eri intoned. “I’m sure you know it’s saying things like that which makes me get angry. Those are the sort of compliments you give a lover, not family…”

Shaeula shrugged. “I think you mortals worry too-too much over the difference. I do not-not understand why I would be displeased if Shaeraggo calls me beautiful. I am indeed gorgeous. Still, there is much brother Shaeraggo is doing that-that causes me grief…”

“Oh Shaeula…” Eri changed her expression, going from stern to amused, letting out a giggle. “I guess you’ll never change. Just… just try to be a little more understanding of our ways, all right, else you’ll embarrass Akio or get him into trouble.”

“Indeed, I should be aware of that-that.” Shaeula conceded.

“Kek-keh-keh. You are all so very entertaining. I had heard the, keh-keh, rumours of the youngest daughter of Prince Shaetanao, but they have not done you justice. Keh-keh-keh.” Ixitt chimed in. He had pulled a contraption down over his head, looking like very old-fashioned spectacles with multiple lenses, ringed with brass and silver, something like an Ophthalmologist might use. “I hope to see more wonders during the Trial, keh-keh.”

Oh yeah, him. I had put him out of my mind, worry over how Shaeula and our troops would fare the only thing I was thinking about. I didn’t know what to make of him, especially since it seemed most ratkin were Unseelie, but… “I’m sure you will, but shouldn’t you be with Shaeraggo?”

Before he could reply, an angry shout echoed across to us from the hills where the orderly ranks of Shaeraggo’s army were formed up, a far cry from our disordered march. “Little sister, are you trying to-to anger me? Why must you take that form, mocking me with its vile mortal visage?”

Well, that’s just a side benefit. Shaeula thought if he was enraged, he might give worse orders. Worth a shot, I guess, after all, he can’t hate me any more than he does already…

Giving her brother a sweet smile, yet one with steel hidden within, she reached out and took my hand, causing him to hiss bitterly. “Why should I not-not take whichever form I so please, dear brother? Both this and my Fae form are me, and I can change much-much as I choose to change my clothes. Besides, this-this mortal form has other benefits.” She turned to me then, face pink. “With this hand, I can better feel-feel your warmth.”

Beside me Eri was also blushing, clenching and unclenching her fists with emotion, while I could hear Shaeraggo grinding his teeth from here. He turned away, glaring at his unfortunate wife, who was trying to make herself smaller, hunched behind her great staff. “Enough of this farce. Come forwards and start the ritual. I want this to be over-over.” He growled. “Only when you have been suitably punished and this… malign influence removed can you return to the sweet sister you are-are.”

“Indeed, there is no-no point delaying this. I am well prepared. But before I go… for good fortune, my Akio.” With that she leaned up on tiptoes and brushed my lips with hers. Wait, here? She had kissed me once before, and I felt bad about it, though it was hard to refute that she had saved Eri at that time so was due a reward, but…

After some wet noises she pulled away, wiping her damp lips with her free hand. “Indeed-indeed. That gives me courage. This battle will be hard, but I shall, nay must, obtain victory. I shall win before you are forced to face-face my brother in deadly combat.” She turned to Eri then. “Watch well-well, for you wished to be strong. If your true desire is to stand beside Akio, to protect him, then you will-will need to steel yourself.”

With that she released my hand and led her troops to the site of the Moonlight Mist Realm without looking back, where Selensha was organising everyone to prepare for the second Trial.

“I’m… I’m sorry Eri. I shouldn’t have done that, I hope you can forgive…” She placed her hand on my mouth, sealing my speech.

“It… it doesn’t feel good seeing you kissing another girl, cheating.” she admitted. “I don’t want you cheating on me. No more than I would on you. But…” Her gaze strayed to Shaeula, who was arguing with Grulgor about something. “… she’s fighting so hard so that she can protect you. And I… I once felt no-one could love you more than I did. I still think that’s true. But… just maybe…” Her onyx eyes softened as she looked at her rival. “… just maybe, someone else can love you as much…”

The pledge to the spirits was complete, even the Kamaitachi having to swear, despite them not being able to benefit from the protection. The same wonderous sight as the first Realm was conjured, the descending mist and brilliant glow of water energies was recreated, just on a vaster scale. Once the spell was done, Selensha staggered, spent, and Shaeraggo caught her tenderly, for a moment looking almost happy. So he can make a face like that. Perhaps when all this is over, we can repair the relationship between him and Shaeula… I know she wants that. After all, the sibling bond is a deep one, and the youngest child is doted on the most, just look at Aiko…

“You know something?” Eri was continuing, her face resolute, an expression I didn’t see often. “I made a mistake. I… I should have let Shaeula … and you…” She was stumbling over her words, her face and neck flushed, her breath coming fast. “… if she needed more strength, if she could have avoided hurt, protected you… I should have said… wait, Akio!” I cut off her troubled words with my embrace, holding her head tight to my chest.

“I don’t blame you. She doesn’t blame you.” I reassured her. “How could we? If… and I don’t even like thinking about it, but just imagine… if some ancient mystic or something said that I could gain power if you offered yourself to him, do you think I’d do it? I’d rather die…”

“But what if it was the only way to save… to save us, or Aiko, or …” she continued, seriously thinking about it.

Don’t think I haven’t considered this, long and hard. I’ve been aware that Shaeula loves me for quite some time now, and … my own feelings towards her… we’ve been through so much, so many life-or-death struggles… I can’t lie to myself… but I made a commitment to Eri…

“If both options suck, then I’ll just make a third way.” I promised. “We are going to be married, remember? If Shaeula… if she isn’t strong enough, for whatever reason, then that’s why I’m here. Her brother may be a great warrior, a great hunter, but I have you and Shaeula in my corner, so no matter what, I won’t lose. So… just don’t worry, please? I’ll… I’ll do something about Shaeula, make her understand that I’m your fiancé, and that she can’t do that anymore. When I said I’d go out with you, when I gave you the ring, I promised myself I’d be the best man I could be for you. So I’ll not cheat. I swear!”

She trembled a little in my embrace and whispered something. Even with my enhanced senses I couldn’t catch it all. “… it isn’t cheating?”

We stayed together for a while, until with a little reluctance, we separated. Both sides were now ready to fight, and Shaeula gave us a jaunty wave, causing Eri to look away, guiltily.

“Enough. We should begin the second Trial.” Shaeraggo snapped. His gaze was also directed at Eri, and while it was inevitable, I wasn’t happy about it. I was hoping to keep her under wraps. Still, if he tries anything she can expel her aether and escape. It should be all right. It will be.

The exhausted Selensha nodded, sending up a great flare of bright energy, a pillar far thicker than the first Trial. “Begin the second Trial of Three. Under the blessings of the King and Queen may the victor smile under the moon, and the loser find peace!”

Ulfuric was first to react, relaying orders expertly. “Archers, aim for their weaselkin, the Trolls are too resilient. Spears, block off the Trolls and allow the warriors to engage. Mages, defensive barriers. Bombard the Trolls when ready. Mistress Tillyae, split your musicians as discussed and play your songs.”

The ranks of the enemy forces began to move, swiftly and in good order. They certainly have us outmatched in training and long experience… Still, Shaeula seemed undaunted, her yukata flapping in the fading breeze created by the great sorcerous working. “Grulgor, you have wanted to prove yourself against Master Ulfuric for some time, have you not-not? Well, now is your chance.”

“Grul will smash and crush! Grul will make puny badger kneel in the dirt!” he bellowed, charging forwards, his massive mace digging a furrow in the ground behind him as he dragged it. Ulfuric, seeing the galloping mass of muscle and steel, merely smiled a little, before ruby light flared and he was covered in hard armour of stone.

“Come then.” Ulfuric hefted his own mace, and it too was covered in dense earth, increasing its mass.

Grulgor powered ahead of the rest, crashing into Ulfuric, his massive metal mace slamming into his. Ulfuric tensed his mighty muscles, shards of stone flaking away, and slid backwards, feet ripping grooves in the floor. Still, after a few seconds he held. “Is that all?” Ulfuric grunted, angering Grulgor further.

“Hardly, puny badger!” Grulgor spat, swinging his mace again and again and again, the ground trembling under the shock of the impacts as Ulfuric parried the blows.

Meanwhile Tillyae had split her musicians into several groups, all guarded by thickets of spear-carrying weaselkin. Multiple fey tunes were struck up, and even over the clash of battle it could be heard, haunting and melancholic.

Our weaselkin were taking losses, the sky blackened by arrows that were raining down, but the Kamaitachi were defending as best they could with their wind. Still, with two against hundreds it would only end one way…

I hope you know what you are doing, Shaeula. You wouldn’t even take my batteries for the match… I had tried to give her my batteries that were still full, but she had refused adamantly, still worried about what would happen if I had to face her brother. She was racing towards the archers and musicians, while the other Trolls were now engaged with the spear-weasels. They were looking like porcupines, but the armour I had given them was allowing them to push through…

“Out-out of the way, or suffer the consequences!” Shaeula called to her brother’s forces, as she darted through the rain of heavy shafts gracefully, only suffering some minor rips in her yukata. Pinwheels in hand she sent them spiralling out, and the first ranks of weaselkin in front of her went down, crying in pain, as Selensha furiously worked the sorcery to eject the fallen before Shaeula’s wires inflicted injuries they could not recover from.

I think Selensha deserves a nice break after this. She’s doing most of the work. I glanced over to Shaeraggo beside her, and he was standing there, annoyingly composed as Shaeula tore through the ranks and the Trolls continued to advance. Yeah, he looks confident still…

“One thing I have learned, dear brother…” Shaeula was flanked by a troop of the armoured weasels with swords and heavy shields, forcing her back away from the musicians, who were now switching from horns and flutes to a series of bronze cymbals and leather drums. “… is that trash mobs are not-not worth my time!”

Beside me, Eri giggled, cutting through her nerves a bit. “That sounds like something she would say. She even brought her games console when she visited us. She really does have a cute side…”

“Yeah, and under that she hides her claws. She’s got the royal imperiousness of a princess down…”

Verdant wind blossomed, and the armoured weasels were driven back, several falling where the wires got past their shields, and then she swept her arms in a wide arc, and Selensha panicked, shouting out a prayer. Mist billowed, and the scores of spear-weasels were gone, ejected outside the barrier, leaving her blades to hum through the suddenly damp air uncontested.

“Please be careful…” Selensha panted. “The Moonlight Mist Realm isn’t strong enough to restore someone cut into pieces…” She slumped to the floor. “… some of them would have died.”

Shaeula barely spared her much attention, seeing the way to the musicians open, only a few armoured warriors there to bar her path, which she quickly swatted aside with a dazzling array of jade, emerald and olivine blades of wind, targeting their joints and other weak points, dismissing them from the battle. “My brother chose-chose this. As the challenged party he had-had most say. I have no wish to kill my fellow weaselkin, but for Akio, Eri and my dream… I would become as ruthless as an Unseelie, should it keep them safe-safe.”

Shaeraggo drew in a sharp breath, shocked. I also responded similarly. From what I had gathered, Unseelie were taboo and considered shockingly evil. To say that for us, she’d even fall so low… Damn, and my resolve from earlier… no, I am a man of my word. The two things I hate more than anything are liars and those that abuse women…

“I don’t really get it…” Eri said, her gaze also on Shaeula, contemplative and warm. “But… I guess that’s like saying she’d become a monster or a killer for our sake, right? She really is…” Tears began to fall from her eyes then, and I went to hold her, but she shook her head, smiling through them. “… I’m not sad, not really. I’m just… other than you and Aiko, I never had anyone willing to go so far for me… for us. I think I’m beaten. I really am.”

Beaten? In what? No-one expects you to be able to fight like her… even I can’t yet… I cocked my head in puzzlement, waiting for her to clarify, but she still kept smiling that mysterious smile, her tear-filled eyes back on Shaeula.

“Keh-keh-keh. The princess does indeed have the noble bearing of a girl in love. It is quite charming. Keh-keh.”

“Oh, you were still here.” I said to the watching Ixitt, who was making notes with a strange quill-style pen on a waxen tablet.

“Keh. Yes, no getting rid of Ixitt, I fear, keh-keh.” He grinned, the scars and burns on his face looking quite frightful. “My wives were the same, way back then. A woman shines most brightly when in love. You are the same, mortal girl. Keh-keh-keh. You are quite the lucky man, to have such flowers in your hands. This Territory though, it is rather ill… keh-keh… ill-befitting such grace. I have many, many daughters, and not keh-keh-keh…” Another fit of coughing burst free from his throat. “… keh-keh. My pardons. Many of my children do not wish to become mortal engineers. Keh. I could pick out some of my daughters as maids, keh-keh, for you. They would be happy to serve, I am sure.”

“Uh… I’d need to discuss that with Shaeula…” I wasn’t sure how to answer. Suddenly my attention was taken by two things happening at once. Firstly, a massive wave of explosions rocked the battlefield, showering us with dirt and debris even here. I felt the traces of wind energy disperse under the impact, and several Trolls were down, alongside numerous other weaselkin who had been tying them up with wave tactics. The mist descended and then they were outside, Selensha once more struggling to heal the more serious wounds.

The second was a ripple of discordant sound, metallic and harsh. The musicians were beating their gongs, drums and cymbals, generating a noise that was physically pressing Shaeula back, blood dripping from her ears. She staggered a little, before turning her head and spitting out silver and red gore, staining the ground. Wiping at her mouth delicately with the back of her hand she frowned. “Such unpleasant music. I much-much prefer the sounds of the Material. A nice restaurant, quiet, yet elegant music, us all-all eating and drinking together. Yes. That would be just-just perfect.”

I was about to shout my encouragement, but once more I was too slow. Beside me, Eri called to her. “That sounds lovely. We can go together, just you, me and Akio. Let’s do it tonight! But first…” she said, her damp eyes fierce, a fire lit within. “… but first, you have to win! Don’t let them push you around, you are Shaeula, proud princess, aren't you?”

“Of course.” As another wave of the weaponised sound hit her, a glow of green shimmered in the air like a curtain, and suddenly there was silence. “Burn into your eyes what happens when I get-get serious!”


One Hundred And Thirty-Eight


The musicians were panicking as their destructive resonance was fading to stillness as it approached Shaeula. She opened her mouth to explain it to them, but all they could see was her mouth moving, sound silenced.

“This is a thin wall of … vacuum. Yes, I believe it was that-that.” Shaeula smirked. “After all, wind is but the movement of air, and without air-air, there can be no sound. And…” She strode ever closer to the panicking orchestra, the emerald shield of vacuum pushing ahead of her, pinwheels dancing in the misty air behind her, thin metal wires whirring softly. “… with no-no sound, you have no hope!”

Her pinwheels took an irregular route, sweeping to either side of her vacuum barrier before converging on the weaselkin who opposed her, wires at neck-and-chest-height taut and lethal. Selensha yelped at the danger and with further effort, the sweat dripping from her to evaporate into silvery steam, she manipulated the ritual to swallow them in mist, eliminating that batch of musicians.

She’s stealing all my tricks. I guess leaving her to defend the Boundary while I took care of other tasks has given her time to consolidate what she’s studied… Beside me Eri was cheering her on, and Shaeula paused to wave at us, before turning to the remaining armoured weasels who were trying to pin her down.

“I fear you are next!” Shaeula glared, eyeing the dozen or so opponents, calculating the angles she would need to use. As her pinwheels swept in, her eyes went wide in alarm suddenly, glowing amber. The pinwheels rapidly swung back towards her, forming a barrier of wires, and she channelled her wind into a familiar shape. “Emerald Wind Prison! Second Form!”

The dome of wind formed around her and her wire wall, the swirling razor-sharp winds now facing outwards. Moments later massive explosions rained down on the area. The nearby weaselkin that were slowing her movements were caught in the barrages, mere sacrifices to take her out, and as they were eliminated, the mist shielding them, the punishing barrages of wind continued to fall, the high pressure of the impacts scattering debris in all directions. The Emerald Wind Prison held, wobbling, fragments of jade energies flaking away, drifting into the mist, but eventually the fusillade stopped.

Beside me, Eri was clutching her ringing ears, while Ixitt was muttering to himself, impressed, taking more notes.

Damn, that was brutal. Each individual attack was only nasty, but combined into that carpet-bombing style onslaught… the power of numbers, I guess. There were probably a couple of score of weaselkin mages grouped up in a defensive formation behind a transparent green barrier, and while individually a Kamaitachi was stronger, there wasn’t too much in it.

“Do it. The longer this goes… on…” Ulfuric ordered, his voice booming across the battlefield. His armour of stone was shattered in places, though he continually refreshed it, a ruddy, ruby light flickering across him. Still, he was holding his own against Grulgor, his mace fending him off, adding another massive crater to his thick steel armour, the sound like a massive church-bell booming over the battlefield as he staggered, momentarily drowning out the slow, peaceful music of pipes, flutes and whistles that a second group of battle musicians were performing. Damn, I’m going to have to iron out all those dents afterwards…

Speaking of the Kamaitachi, one was down in a pool of blood. Not dead, but clearly out of the fight. The second was still fighting valiantly, and the number of archers he was facing was much reduced, but he was studded with shafts, and his fur was soaked with blood.

The mages were gathering energy again, and I hoped Shaeula’s barrier could hold, but I wasn’t confident. Shaeula far outstripped any of them individually, but her reserves were far from infinite. The verdant wind gathered in front of the unit of elementalists, and instead of being unleashed into more explosions they formed into narrow spears of compacted air. They were crude, lacking rotation and vibration like we used, but even so… The spears lanced forwards, cutting through the sky with a whistling sound. The first couple smashed against the Wind Prison, unable to penetrate, but the third ripped through the weakening dome, followed by two more. I heard a cry of pain, and then the Prison shattered, emerald energy raining down prettily as ever more spikes crashed through, peppering the interior.

As the destruction faded, I could see Shaeula. She was down on one knee, her yukata torn and bloody fragments of shorn amber hair drifting around her in the dying winds. Blood was running down her face from her gashed scalp, and there were several deep wounds in her torso below her chest, leaking red and silver. Beside me Eri cried out in shock, but at the look on Shaeula’s face, grim yet resolute, I knew she wasn’t done.

“Little sister, you should concede.” Shaeraggo called out to her, the first words he had spoken in some time. “It pains me to discipline you, but I will continue if I must-must.”

“Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up!” Shaeula rattled off furiously, getting to her feet. As she did so one of her pinwheels remained lying on the ground, the wire snapped and handle shattered, but the other started orbiting her once more, while with her now-free hand she retrieved the pink jade bells, wincing as her gouged and torn flesh shifted. “I promise you this-this, my brother. I will never concede on this. It means too-too much to me. And this is far-far from over.” Her gaze boiled as she glared at the unit of mages as they readied another barrage. She appeared so fierce that some of them even stepped back reflexively, disrupting the formation and causing the accretion of their attacks to slow.

“All those of wind fear the flame!” she cried as she advanced, and yellow energies crept out of her, flickering tongues of etheric flame dancing over her bells. “For fire consumes!” With that declaration she swung her bells, the soothing tinkling momentarily eclipsing the music of the enemy. A great gale of jade winds formed, blowing forwards towards the mages, before bright sparks of sunny hue blossomed within the green, and it rapidly burst into a conflagration, the heat stinging our skin even here.

I stepped in front of Eri to protect her from the blaze, but she refused to shelter, instead watching, rapt, as the nova of flame struck their defensive wards. Shaeula was breathing heavily, having used much of her might, but as the backlash of the flames scattered she forced herself to stand tall and proud.

Ulfuric and Grulgor even paused in their epic clash to watch the result, momentarily catching their breaths from the non-stop exchange of mountainous blows. “Princess, well done, but alas, it is not enough…” Ulfuric rumbled.

Shaeraggo was of a like mind. “My little sister, you are too callow, too-too naïve. If it was so simple to defeat our best mages merely by holding the flame that counters us, do you think our Father would have been able to keep Duke Vulpatrius and his cursed firefoxes from snatching our-our seat at the Seven? One last time, I implore you. Forfeit. I would not hurt you further. My heart needs to be hard, yet when I look at you, I still-still see my adorable little sister…”

Now that the fires were dying down, I shook my head bitterly. Yeah, it was never going to be easy, was it? Several of the mages at the front had indeed taken quite severe burns, and were being ejected by the mist, but the rest had managed to somehow trap the worst of the flames in a series of cages of wind. What we had seen explode was merely the energy that was heading away from them, harmlessly spent.

Seeing her grand attack had failed, Shaeula staggered, exhaustion catching up with her. Still, I could see from her eyes she wasn’t done. Stepping forwards even as the mages began to conjure a fresh volley of attacks, several others reconstructing the jade barrier, she showed no hesitation. Raising the bells she spat blood, gathering her will and waning strength for a final strike.

“I thank you for the lesson, dear brother. I will-will remember in future. But-but, here is a lesson for you in return. Do not-not underestimate me! Foehn, come forth!” In response to her furious call, a swirling vortex of energy formed, seeming to draw in the verdant light of elemental wind from the surrounding space. It then leapt from her, greedily surging towards the mages, who in turn unleashed their own wind conjuries, confident that their numbers would allow them to overpower Shaeula again.

“It is useless!” Shaeula sneered as the Foehn dragged the blasts and spears of wind into its maw, devouring them and growing ever larger. “My Wind-Eating Breath will drain you to the last drop-drop!” The vortex hit the barrier and shattered through it, drawing in the fragments before washing over the panicking mages, draining them dry. “But let it not-not be said I am unkind. Here-here. Let me return it to you! Foehn, burst!”

The combined stolen energy of the large group of weaselkin mages detonated spectacularly, sending a shockwave rippling across the battlefield. I once more shielded the struggling Eri, feeling as if I had been hit by a truck, while Shaeula staggered and fell, coughing up more blood from the backlash. Shaeraggo had done the same as me, shielding the exhausted Selensha, who was frantically working the mist to prevent fatal injuries to the mages, who were hurled across the battlefield like ragdolls, the focus of all eyes.

Damn, the Foehn we found in the Las Vegas Boundary sure is brutal. My Inextinguishable Blaze is like hungry napalm, while her Wind-Eating Breath is hungry in a different way, no wind is safe from its greed…

After the passing of the blast wave, all that remained over the battlefield was a painful silence. No-one was moving, everyone wanting to see what happened next. It was then Shaeula staggered to her feet once more, her eyes on the handful of archers that remained. They saw her furious amber gaze and felt their courage leave them, and some started to retreat, wanting to be anywhere but in front of her anger.

“Farewell.” was all she said as she swept her remaining pinwheel over them.

“She… she can’t go on, can she?” Eri asked me, and I wasn’t sure how to answer. In the end, all I could do was shake my head. No, she’s done better than I ever could have imagined, but… even for her, it’s impossible…

Shaeula could hear music, soothing, restful and haunting, pipes and flutes performing a lullaby that was dragging her down into sleep, fanning the flame of the overwhelming exhaustion within. Blinking sleepily she could see Tillyae and her orchestra ahead of her, and she knew she should be using a vacuum to silence the sound, but thinking was so very, very hard…

“No, this is the end.” I agreed with Eri, as the battlefield had changed, and not in our favour.

Shaeula, unaware of this, was fighting desperately to resist the slide into oblivion. Remembering several scenes from anime where the protagonist had broken attacks on their mind by pain, she slowly raised her hand to her mouth and bit down hard, her small teeth piercing the skin. She tasted blood, before a surge of agony drove the fog from her brain. Quickly she wove a vacuum around herself, plunging into eerie silence, and surveyed her surroundings, only for her heart to sink.

“A very noble effort, princess. But in war, there is only so much one combatant can do, even if strong, like you.” Grulgor was at his feet, unconscious, the constant barrage of mental attacks the instrumentalists had been throwing at him finally weakening him enough for Ulfuric to neutralise him. Still, judging by the wretched state Ulfuric was in, one arm and many ribs broken, blood matting his fur, Grulgor had put up quite the fight. The other Trolls had already been eliminated as well, either by the firepower of the mages, or by sheer weight of numbers.

“Oh Shaeula…” Eri whispered, heartbroken, and I shared her sentiment, but… I had a feeling it would come to this. We were at too much a disadvantage. But it’s not all over. I looked over at Shaeraggo, who didn’t seem sure whether he was pleased at his victory, or upset at the harsh wounds his sister had suffered. Perhaps it’s both…

“So in the end, Grulgor could not-not defeat you. No matter then. I shall.” Shaeula said, ignoring the hundred or so remaining weaselkin, mostly musicians, though there were a few scattered archers, warriors and so forth remaining. “My forces gave a good-good account of themselves. I shall have to reward them later. I do not-not suppose you would care for a duel, Master Ulfuric? Taking you all at once would be… tiring.” She sighed, more blood running from her mouth, her hands slick with her own fluids.

“Do not be foolish, princess. I may not be at my best, but even now I can handily defeat you, even without the remainder of our forces. Unless you have one last trick, I suggest you forfeit. Your noble brother does not wish to see you like this, and if you do not care for his feelings, what about those of your allies?” Her attention followed where he was pointing to us, and her eyes went wide as she saw the agony and sorrow writ across our faces at the beating she had taken.

Shaeula looked away, swallowing, before seeming to make up her mind. She dropped her bells and pulled out another weapon, one I recognised. It was a long ceremonial dagger. “I agree, it does not-not feel good seeing them so unhappy. So I shall defeat you quickly. Prepare yourself!”

“Foolish. You may have grown, princess, but you are still too childish!” He hefted his mace one-handed. “I shall at least make this quick…”

Light flashed from her blade and Ulfuric grunted, blood spraying. He surged towards her and was about to strike when I called out two simple words. “We concede!”


One Hundred And Thirty-Nine


“The second Trial is over. Winner, Shaeraggo Gul Shae Dannan!” As Selensha’s relieved voice rang out across the battlefield Shaeula froze, momentarily unable to process what had happened, but when she saw me and Eri rushing towards her, compassion and sorrow all over our faces, she collapsed to her knees, strength finally leaving her, knife and pinwheel falling from her grip.

“Shaeula, are you all right? You’re hurt really bad!” Eri was sniffling, trying to hold back further tears. “There’s so much blood!”

Shaeula allowed Eri to fuss over her, merely meeting my gaze. All she said was a single word. “Why?”

Why? Why? Shit, I’m furious now! “What do you mean, why? You think I… we… can sit back and watch you kill yourself? This mist barrier isn’t perfect! If you were to die, I don’t know what I’d do…”

I trailed off as Shaeula burst into tears, and the sight surprised me. For a long time she just wailed and sobbed, and we simply held her, me cradling her head, Eri patting and rubbing her back soothingly. Once she quietened down, she looked at me, amber eyes dull, lacking their usual sparkle.

“I am sorry. I could not-not keep my promise. I did not-not take victory. I so…” Her lip started trembling again, eyes brimming with more tears. “… I so wanted to win. I do not-not want to be taken from you, from Eri, From Aiko, or Karen, or Ichika or any of the other friends I have-have made. And worse…” she whispered, her voice sinking so that we had to lean in to hear. “You will be stripped of all-all your power, your efforts squandered due to my loss-loss, and Eri will be forced to carry the burden of your protection. I… owww…”

Shaeula let out a pained yelp as Eri flicked her forehead hard. “Where did the fearless, proud girl who blazed into our lives like a storm go?” Eri asked her pointedly. “This isn’t you at all! So you didn’t win, so what? We aren’t done yet. Don’t break down and do nothing but wallow in misery because things didn’t go your way. That’s just what I did, and it was you who came and dragged me out of that! And let me tell you, it won’t make you happy! Nothing feels worse than giving up on what you want, watching as it all just disappears.”

“She’s right.” I echoed. “You did your best, you really did, and I’m proud of you.” I ruffled her hair, trying to soothe her. “It doesn’t matter how it ends, if you’ve given your all, then don’t regret it. Besides, Eri is right. It’s only one apiece. This is far from over.” It’s all up to me now. And just looking at Shaeraggo and his smug expression, it really makes me want to teach him how to be a decent brother…

“From the moment Shaeraggo turned up with such an army while our Territory was indefensible, we were defeated. It was only thanks to you and this Trial of Three that we even had a shadow of a chance, and not only that, you put yourself at risk not once, but twice, to secure us a path to the final battle. Without your efforts, we’d be done.”

“That’s right.” Eri agreed. “Now don’t give up, trust in Akio. After all, he’s the man you love, isn’t he?”

Eri? It was unusual for Eri to say such things, but she seemed to want to cheer up Shaeula as much as I did, so I didn’t comment. “I know you fear for me against your brother, and I’m under no illusions I’m his match, but… well, I just have to follow your lead and get creative. After all, you did defeat Ulfuric, right? There’ll be time to mourn if we lose, but rest assured, I have no intentions of letting Shaeraggo stomp all over our dreams for such a petty reason. Now smile, for me, please? Not to sound like your idiot brother, but I want the Shaeula I know back!”

“So… so… stupid, both-both of you.” She sniffled, wiping at her eyes. “And I as well, it seems. You are quite-quite right.” Shaeula shook herself, wincing at her remaining injuries, the worst of which were still weeping blood down her abdomen. “You have performed miracles before, and I have feared you lost also. Yet you came back-back to me. What is one-one more unlikely twist of fate?” She spoke to Eri then. “You have my thanks for reminding me of what is important. Besides…” she managed a faint smile. “You are not-not yet ready to take my place in protecting Akio. So we must-must strive until the bitter end.”

“I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready, so you had better stay with us to train me.” Eri replied tenderly. “Now, let’s get you to Selensha, she can heal you. Those wounds must hurt.”

“They do-do indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “I was trying to maintain my royal dignity, but I suppose I have failed.”

The mood was still brittle, fears under the surface in our hearts, but at least we could move forward. Helping Shaeula to her feet, Eri and I took one side each and carried her gently over to where Selensha was applying healing to the remaining injured from the last Trial. Even with the decrease in damage, there were still many who were hurt, Shaeula included, though most of the blood on her was from wounds that had vanished. This is going to take a while… still, it gives me time to finalise my plans for Shaeraggo. He’s an archer, so I’ll need to close in fast…

Selensha was back at the main shrine building, working healing on Ulfuric, who was standing stoically, not making any sounds of pain as she repaired his broken arm, which had persisted even after the battle. Our Kamaitachi were already healed, though they still looked pained and weak. I’m glad they didn’t die again… On seeing us carrying over Shaeula, they hurried over as fast as they could on unsteady legs. “Princess…” the first spoke. “... I am-am afraid we were unable to carry you to victory. Please forgive our incompetence.” The second echoed his words, also begging pardon.

“Fools.” Shaeula scoffed, a little of her spirit returning. “You fought well-well, I have no complaints. If you still feel shame at our loss, then you can-can make it up to me in our battle against the foe from the north. But for now-now, you should rest. You did not-not have the benefit of the Moonlight Mist Realm…” At that she glanced at me, and guessing what she was worried about, I once more rubbed her head reassuringly.

“You know, I’ve been thinking, and if it’s a lunar Chakra that makes one a Fae, then just maybe I might be able to benefit from the barrier too. But it doesn’t matter. Whatever happens, I will face your brother, and when it’s all over, he’ll be apologising to you, I promise.”

“Oh, I shall be doing what-what?” Shaeraggo sneered as he strolled over, looking far more relaxed. He had his bow ready, and his deep green eyes were glittering menacingly. “At least you have courage, if nothing else, mortal.” Ignoring me after that, he looked at his sister. “Was it worth it, going against me, little sister? Your defeat was certain, all it earned you was pain-pain. It wounds my heart to see you so injured, but remember it is-is for your own good. I do not enjoy such chastisement, but as your older brother it is my duty.”

“That’s a load of crap.” Eri suddenly snapped. “Sure, if your sister is taking the wrong path, you should definitely help her see that, but this…? It isn’t chastisement, merely the worst form of cruel bullying. And you never made any effort to listen to Shaeula or her own views. I think it’s you who needs correcting, and Akio will do it!” She glared at him furiously, her face white with anger. Even when he turned to her, eyes glowing a baleful jade, she did not take a step back.

Well, she can’t as we are still supporting Shaeula. But… shit, shit, shit… she’s really got his attention now. This can’t be good…

“I have been wondering this a while now.” Shaeraggo spat coldly. “Just who are you, girl? You seem to be a mortal, so why are you here-here? And what gives you the right to speak to trueborn Seelie royalty in such a disrespectful manner. I have taken heads for far-far less.”

“Who am I?” Eri said, her voice trembling a little, but she wasn’t backing down. “I would have thought that would have been obvious. I’m Akio’s first wife.”

Wait, what? First? I wondered if I had misheard, but in my arms Shaeula let out a gasp, her amber eyes going wide, staring at Eri.

“Bah.” Shaeraggo scoffed. “So, little sister, you aren’t even this worthless thief's first wife? Pathetic. You lose to a mortal of all things, one who-who can barely even maintain her subtle body? You have sunk lower than even I had imagined, my disappointment in you is immeasurable.”

“I think Shaeula got all the brains in your family.” Eri snapped, unwilling to back down. “First? Second? Does it matter so long as there’s love? Don’t you think you are being rude to Selensha over there, do you care for her less just because she wasn’t first?” The edge in her voice was brutal, and it reminded me of the times my sis said Eri could be quite cutting if she actually was provoked enough… I closed my mouth, since the words I was going to say had already been said by Eri anyway.

“Why, you insolent bitch, I should…” Shaeraggo boiled with fury, but Shaeula halted him with her own cold anger.

“Brother. Enough. Should you persist in showing such an attitude to Akio and Eri, I shall make good-good on my promise. Even should you triumph over Akio, and take me from this place, I shall never-never acknowledge you or any of my siblings ever again. I shall-shall hold my silence until the end of time! And you, Eri…” The tone of her voice changed as she addressed her, the anger replaced by a mixture of longing and hope. “… did you mean what you said? You were not-not just getting carried away by the moment?”

“Maybe I was.” Eri admitted. Everyone was ignoring the shocked Shaeraggo now, and I could hear Ixitt cackling away. Hopefully that wouldn’t set him off…

“Yet, when I saw your tears, I knew…” Eri continued. “To think it’s only been a couple of weeks I had him to myself… that’s a little sad, but you promised me, right? You won’t break your word?”

There seems to be something I’m missing here, conversations I’ve not been privy too, but I can read between the lines well enough. Are they serious? I think they are, but…

“Enough of this foolishness. Little sister, should you make good on your threats, I shall have no choice. If it takes me until the end of time you hold-hold your silence to, should these mortals ever again set foot in a realm I can-can reach, I will have them know exquisite agony until you relent. Is it worth it, this rebellion against me? We made no-no oaths of peace as part of the Price, did we now?”

You bastard! Why are you going so far to torment your sister? And damn, yeah, we didn’t, did we? In theory even if I win, he can just declare war on us, though I think he would have to pay the Prices he had promised first, which would buy us some time, and also we’d have the troops for Shaeula so …

“If you dare-dare such things, brother, I shall not merely keep my silence, I swear under the moon, under the King and Queen, I shall end myself, I will… ugh!”

I staggered, my own thoughts interrupted as Eri released Shaeula into my grasp. As I pulled her close, preventing her from falling, I watched as Eri strode to the side. Everyone was watching our little confrontation, Selensha looking very upset as she laboured to finish the healing of the other wounded as fast as she could. Just… what is she doing?

She stopped in front of a chunk of dark wood sticking out of the ground. Grabbing the heavy shaft with both hands she heaved, her small muscles straining to lift it. After a second it slid free, revealing the curved crescent of bright metal. That’s the head of Ulfuric’s axe from the first bout…

As she turned back towards us, I recoiled a little at the expression on Eri’s face. It … it wasn’t like Eri at all. She was ghostly pale, and her eyes were black pools of anger. I don’t think I've ever seen her so furious.

“Oh Eri…” Shaeula whispered in my arms. “… so kind, so foolish.” She turned her gaze to me, urgency in her amber eyes. “You have to stop-stop this, Akio! Else…”

Wind blew up all around us, motes of verdant energy floating through the air. The pressure was quite heavy, and I had to brace myself to prevent us being blown over. Eri was struggling too, each step forwards against the gale slow and ponderous, her hair fanning out behind her in a black tide. “You dare? It isn’t enough to take Shaeula away, to spit on her hopes and dreams, and to do terrible things to my… no, our Akio? But you’d even threaten torture, force Shaeula into a position where she feels that only death is the answer?” She let out a pained scream that was unlike any I had heard from her before. Her hands were white on the cut shaft of the axe, her weak arms trembling to lift the weight. “You call yourself a brother concerned for his sister? No!” she shouted, taking another step closer to the silent Shaeraggo, surrounded by his nimbus of raging winds. And then another. And another step.

I quickly carried Shaeula over to Selensha, laying her down. She rapidly flourished her staff and began to heal Shaeula’s injuries, the urgency of the situation not lost on her. “Yes, please stop my husband. He… he’ll regret this later if he lets his anger get the best of him…”

“You aren’t a brother! Akio is a hundred, no, a thousand, no, a trillion times the brother you’ll ever be. You don’t want a sister, you just want a doll that looks pretty and does what you say! Well fuck you!” Eri screamed, raising the axe above her head. The winds gusted, blowing her back away from Shaeraggo, who raised his bow, an arrow of piercing olivine energies forming.

Shit. Eri! I put strength in my legs, channelling aether to empower me, crashing through the turbulent winds.

“What do you know-know of us?” Shaeraggo scoffed. “I just want our sister to come home. And so… you all need to disappear!” Eri swung her axe, though she wasn’t going to reach. The arrow left the bow with a wailing twang, and Shaeula let out a tormented cry, squeezing shut her eyes.

Not today… ouch, shit that’s painful…

“Akio?” Eri murmured, the darkness going out of her eyes as she realised the situation.

“Hmph. You were fortunate this time, mortal wench.” Shaeraggo scoffed, sheathing his bow and striding away, his own anger spent.

“I don’t want you doing foolish things like that again, all right?” I said, still holding her axe in one hand, the edge having cut into my flesh, blood dripping down to the floor. My other arm was outstretched, and I had caught the arrow, the swirling winds having pierced right through my palm and now were digging into my shoulder, slicing flesh like a meatgrinder. It hurt. A lot.

“Oh no! I’m so sorry, I don’t know what came over me! I just couldn’t face listening to him hurt Shaeula anymore and everything just went black…” Eri cried, dropping the axe. Relieved, I now had a free hand so was able to tear the arrow out of my shoulder and cast it to the floor, where it burst into a scattering of jade energies. Pulling the arrow through my palm was an experience I didn’t ever wish to repeat.

Eri started crying again as she saw my wounds, and tugging on my uninjured arm she pulled me towards Selensha. As we approached, Shaeraggo spoke sarcastically. “I suggest you receive healing before the third Trial, mortal. I would not wish for you to be defeated because you were not at your best-best.”

I nodded agreement. No way I’m putting any sort of misguided pride ahead of our victory.

Shaeula was standing, Selensha having closed up the worst of her injuries. On seeing us she shook her head, sighing. “Eri, while I appreciate your care of me-me, that was very foolish. If you were injured, or worse, what do you think-think Akio would have thought?”

“I know, but… it was like my head just went blank, and all I could think about was how he wanted to hurt Akio, and that you’d die, and…”

“It’s all right.” I said, wincing as Selensha began to heal me, bubbles of orange water element penetrating into my torn hand and shoulder. As it did so the rest of what I was going to say was washed from my mind, as the sensation of the healing had a similar tone to my Ether Healing. If I could just grasp the differences, I’m sure I can get stronger…

Eri and Shaeula continued to talk, mostly Shaeula remonstrating her for her reckless actions, but as I concentrated Selensha whispered something to me in a small, almost frightened voice. “Please don’t hate Shaeraggo. I know he’s angry, but never doubt he does dote on his sister. He and his siblings have been beside themselves with worry ever since she was sent into exile, and he was excited to finally see her again, only to find… sorry, that doesn’t matter. The politics of the Seelie Court are shifting rapidly, and Prince Shaetanao’s faction is beset from all sides. Her exile was just one of a series of plots designed to wreck their influence. So Shaeraggo is quicker to anger than usual, especially around matters of family or nobility.” My wounds had mostly closed up, and I marvelled at how massively better her healing skills were, orders of magnitude more effective than mine, for certain.

“Well, I get that, but if only he would actually talk to her, see what she wants…”

“Don’t worry, when she’s safe at the mansion he has prepared for her, things will all work out. She has grown stronger, both in body and spirit, and so he’s confident that in time, he and his siblings can heal her wounded heart, and she can return to the Seelie Court with her head held high, and take up the life she was always supposed to have. As for you… you will always have your first wife, she seems a good girl, so forget about Shaeula, and live the best life you can.”

Forget about Shaeula? Impossible. “So, you are saying that Shaeraggo will win then? I wouldn’t be too sure of that.”

She shot me a piteous look. “False hope is only painful. Shaeraggo is a master huntsman, no prey can escape his arrows. I would have said your battle was madness, that without the protection of the mists you would surely die, but…” She paused, curiosity replacing sadness on her face. “… for some reason you seem very much like a Fae. Perhaps you are one of the rare changelings, half-Fae, that I have heard tell of. Is that why Shaeula is fond of you?”

So I was right. It’s probably down to the lunar Chakra, plus my Class said I would become more like the Fae. Knowing that, I can fight to the fullest. Not that I’d have let mere fear of injury stop me. Eri was right. Shaeula’s tears were terrible, I never want to see them again…

“How about a wager between the two of us then?” I whispered, and she cocked her head quizzically. Yeah, I guess mages are all the same, very curious. “If Shaeraggo defeats me, before I am banished, I’ll tell you everything you want to know. But if I win, I want you to help us convince Shaeraggo to listen to his sister and understand her position. There’s no point in a victory that doesn’t mend the rift between them. She may complain about them, but I know Shaeula loves her siblings. And as someone who cares for her, I want them to reconcile.”

“Fine.” She sighed. “I so pledge. I would be happy to see the two of them go back to the way things were. But against Shaeraggo…”

“Just you let me worry about that.” I cut her off, flexing my now-healed hand. “Damn, good as new. But you look wretched. Are you going to be all right doing the final Moonlight Mist Realm?”

She laughed nervously. “I feel like I could sleep for an entire moon.” she admitted. “Fortunately, this is the final one, and as it is for merely two combatants, it should be far less taxing. Even so, I shall need a brief break to recover my energy. Perhaps you should spend your time with your wives. For your time remaining with Shaeula is brief.” With that she strode off, back towards her husband, who was staring moodily into the void above.

My wives? Ugh, if Eri did mean that when she said she was my first… I don’t know what to do. I hate seeing Shaeula pining for me, but we have laws, and moral codes, and my father would kill me…

“… so I do not-not want to see you doing such foolishness again, understand? Oh, Akio has returned.” Shaeula saw me and brightened up. Beside her Eri was downcast, yet on seeing me a small smile crossed her features.

“I have. Good as new and ready for the final Trial.” I showed off.

“I’m sorry again…” Eri began, but I shook my head, stopping her.

“I’m not happy, you could have been hurt or worse, but… you did it because you care about us. I’m not heartless enough to disregard that. Just… if you are going to fight, you need strength.”

“I know. We were talking about that too.” Eri replied. “Akio, I… I don’t know the answer to your question. If you had to offer me to someone else… for… ugh, even saying it makes me feel sick. But if I could make you stronger, I don’t know… maybe there isn’t an answer. But that isn’t the question you should ask. It’s Shaeula, not just some stranger. And the question that matters is… will we be happier?”

“Eri… do you mean it?” Shaeula asked, hope in her eyes. “I would not-not wish for you to regret…”

“You promised me. And you said that Fae are bound by their promises, right?” Eri looked at Shaeula, then at me. “You felt it too, didn't you? When Shaeula was so heartbroken, crying because she thought she’d failed you, that she’d be parted from you… I couldn’t bear to see it. I know I’m selfish, and I do want you to myself, Akio. But… I think it would eat away at me, knowing that Shaeula was…”

“Enough chatter.” Shaeraggo interrupted, shouting over. Our forces had gathered into two opposing rings around the shrine once more, with Selensha in the middle. Damn, didn’t give her much time to rest, did you? Treat your wife better, man! I can see we are going to have to talk about more than Shaeula when this is all done… She met my eyes and gave me a tired smile.

“I grow weary of waiting. I would like to put you in-in your place, so that I can take my little sister home, where she belongs. Let us end this farce.” Shaeraggo snapped coldly.

Shaeula grabbed one of my hands, while Eri took the other. What am I going to do about this mess? I’m not sure what the right thing to do is. No, never mind. It doesn’t matter for now. If I can’t beat Shaeraggo, then it’s all meaningless… “Honestly, I’m not sure what we should do.” I admitted, and they both squeezed me reassuringly. “I never thought I’d be in this sort of situation, a bona-fide harem protagonist. I mean, I’ve always liked the stories, and I’ve felt bad for girls who never got the guy they loved, but I also felt bad the girls had to share. It wasn’t fair. I just… well, unless I can defeat Shaeraggo, it won’t matter either way.”

“Yeah. So do your best, my husband.” Eri said, her dark eyes glaring at the imperious Shaeraggo. “And when you win, we’ll talk.”

Shaeula nodded, eyes glittering, a thin tear leaking from one eye, running down her cheek like a crystal. “I… no, I will have faith in you. And tonight…” Ignoring her fears, she forced a mysterious and alluring grin. “… I have been very-very curious about it ever since Eri made love to you. What would it be like, I wonder?”

“Shaeula! Now isn’t the time!” Eri chastised her, flushed red, and I could feel my own face flaming.

Seriously, we haven’t even discussed it yet. I haven’t agreed. Uh, time to get my head in the game. That sort of talk has only made Shaeraggo angrier too…

Indeed, he was grinding his teeth, hand tight on his bow, while his deep green eyes were trying to bore a hole through me. Swallowing down my nervousness, I gathered my spear and strode over to them, ready to begin the final Trial…


One Hundred And Forty


Selensha was sweating as she conjured the water element required to recast the Moonlight Mist Realm. Under the orange flickers that dyed everything around her like a mortal sunset, I exchanged some final words with Shaeraggo.

“So, just what is all this about? Your anger seems wildly disproportionate to the situation. Shaeula had told me that you were always doting on her and treating her like a child, coddling her, but even so, this seems too far.”

“Just what would you know of anything, wretch? And why should I tell-tell you? Once I have ground you into the dust, your existence will cease to hold any meaning for her. Assuming you survive.” His glare was cold.

“If you are so confident, then what harm does it do to humour me? I know you Fae don’t think the same way we… mortals… do, but having spent a decent amount of time with Shaeula, I can say we have more in common than not. So, why the overreaction? You seemed enraged when you saw her.”

“To see my precious little sister sullied by a mortal, essences mixed… Your wife…” his face twisted at the word. “… she said you were a brother too. Tell me, if your sister was-was placed in danger, sent away to a hostile land where we could not reach her… oh how many long nights we suffered, wondering if she-she was well, or whether she had suffered injury or worse… only to find that when you finally managed to sneak out to see her, she had been… taken… by some lowborn scum, quite beneath her station… well mortal, could you have kept the anger that boiled within you leashed? Or like me, would you have wished to destroy the object of your ire, the beast that laid his hands upon your adorable little sister?”

“I guess I can see your point, a little.” I conceded with a sigh. “But damn, you really do take being a siscon to unheard of levels. Seriously, my sister is free to date whoever she wants. Sure, I’ll check the guy out, and if I think he’s no good, well, I’ll be sure to tell her. But when it comes down to it, I can’t run her life for her, only help out where I can. And if she makes a bad decision… well, I’ll do what I can to prevent her, but it’s her life. I’ll be there in the end to pick up the pieces for her. I’ll probably kill the bastard afterwards though…” I finished, earning a snort of amusement in return.

“I can ill-afford to be as lenient as you.” Shaeraggo continued, as the ritual came to a climax. “Our sister already has much-much slander and derision cast at her due to her bloodline. It is foolish, as her mother’s pedigree is noble, just not of the Seelie. If it was found that she dallied with mortals as well-well… her position truly would be cruel and untenable. I have no choice but to remove you from her life and hide her. The very fact Duke Formor sent his Trolls here is proof-proof that her life is in danger! When I return, I shall call him out…”

“See, this is what I don’t get. Instead of starting a war and taking her by force, why didn’t we just talk it out? Maybe I don’t understand the ways of the Fae, but forcing my sister to fight, to suffer such hurts… even if it was for her own good, I don’t know if I could do it. I’d always look for another way.” It was the reason I was still struggling with allowing Eri and Aiko to train with aether. In my heart, I wanted to keep them safe and protect them. Shaeula too, to be honest. But… I think there was a line in a story I read, I think it was a Chinese one… ‘the only sin in the Apocalypse is being weak…’ I want them to be able to protect themselves and each other, even should something happen to me, or I’m not there… “Besides, Shaeula isn’t the fragile girl you remembered, is she? She’s grown strong.”

“I was surprised.” Shaeraggo admitted. “To see that she has transcended her being, and is now-now a Fae of Wind and Flame… and that she has a new… or no, perhaps two new powerful winds… as her brother that does make me proud, as was the way she defeated Ulfuric, though in a battle to the death she would not be so fortunate. Still, my little sister has always been proud and stubborn. She will-will not easily change her mind unless forced to.”

“That’s bullshit. Okay, when I met her she was quite the character, insisting on her nobility every chance she got, and haughty with it. But she’s matured. We’ve been through a lot together. I would say I now know her better than you, so…”

“Silence, mortal. I have humoured you long enough. Besides, the ritual is complete.” Shaeraggo had no further interest in continuing our discussion.

“You both need to swear to the spirits of the mist.” The tired Selensha muttered, sagging on her staff, the butt ground into the earth all that was keeping her upright.

“I swear this is my will.” Shaeraggo said, and I echoed him. As I did so some of the orange water energy entered me, drawn to my lunar Chakra, and as the mist enveloped me, I had a sudden thought. Using Self-Examination I tried to track down the sorcery itself, and the effect it was having on me.

Moonlight Mist Blessing – This ???????? Water Elemental spirits ???????? ???????????? natural Water Elemental energy, but also ??????? ????????????? ???????????????????? Lunar Chakra, allowing ?????? ??????????? ??????? ????????? ???????????.


Oh come on, don’t be so bloody useless! All I’ve been getting recently is endless question marks. This is not how appraisal is supposed to work, it’s supposed to be a damn cheat skill. I focused my aether and will, trying to understand, to push through the lack of knowledge. My right wrist was cramping, no… burning… with some sort of pain. And then, my concentration peaking…

Your Skill, Self-Examination has advanced from Rank 5 to Rank 6, passing the first bottleneck. You now have a greater ability to analyse information regarding yourself to a known multiversal standard. [Class: ???]


Bottleneck? Class? That was all new stuff, and it would be fascinating to check all my details again, but now wasn’t the time. Shaeraggo was clearly getting impatient, so I would have to make do with quickly checking the blessing again…

Moonlight Mist Blessing – This ritual of Water Elemental spirits draws upon both natural Water Elemental energy, but also ??????? which, when powered by consent of all parties, links their Lunar Chakras, allowing ?????? and restoration of severe wounds. However, ????????? ???????????. [Class: ???]


Yeah, that’s a little better. Still plenty of details missing, but if I can get that much more…

“Are you having second thoughts, mortal?” Shaeraggo snarled. “I grow impatient to defeat you and take back-back my darling little sister.”

“Oh, sorry. Yeah, I’m ready now. I was just momentarily distracted. Do continue.”

At my words Selensha raised her staff, causing the now familiar cascade of orange energies and mist. “Begin the third and final Trial of Three. May the King and Queen grant the winner the grace of victory without regrets, and may the loser find peace in their choices!” With her task done, she staggered out of the battlefield, to slump down wearily beside Shaeula and Eri.

Before we could start our battle. Shaeula tried one last time to reach her brother. “Brother Shaeraggo, please. I know that once a Trial of Three is agreed it can not-not be overturned, but… the three Prices you have to pay are meagre, are they not-not? If you forfeit, Akio and I can swear to return the treasures and followers, and we can-can discuss this. I have grown stronger thanks to Akio and my new experiences, and if you would just-just give him a chance then…”

“Enough!” he snarled. “You were alone, in a land surrounded by enemies, without even your maids or servants to care-care for you. Beset on all sides by foul scum such as Duke Formor’s dogs, it is no wonder your heart shattered and you fell prey to the wiles of this slimy human incubus. But have no fear, I will save you, even if I must-must treat you harshly. It wounded me more than you, to see you hurt-hurt, but I shall harden my heart and do what needs to be done. Even should you resent me and pretend we are siblings no longer, I know in time you will forget these mortals and come around. Please sister, do not force me-me to chastise you further. Remember your royal pride, your duties… now watch, as I remove this obstacle to your rehabilitation!”

“But brother… listen to me!” Shaeula raged, but a wind blew, carrying her voice away.

“Enough of those distractions. Are you ready, mortal?”

“You know, when we talked just before the start of this Trial, I can’t say I agreed with you, but I could see where you were coming from, even a little. But hearing you shout down your sister's heartfelt pleas… nah, screw that. I can see that I’m going to have to beat respect for your sister into you. So yeah, I’m ready. So damn ready!” He’s just a domestic abuser. Parroting the old crap ‘why did you make me hit you?’ as if it is some hardship. Still, kin is very important to Shaeula, so my only answer is reforming him. Just another reason to win here, not that I needed one! “In fact, there’s another matter I need to settle. I still need to thank you for trying to hurt Eri. I’ll be sure that you remember the lesson.”

“Bah.” Shaeraggo scoffed, readying his bow as I hefted my spear. “She attacked me, so who can complain if she reaps the-the reward of her insolence? Besides, you intervened did you not?”

“Eri has always been a kind girl. I don’t think she could bear to see you treat Shaeula like that. I’ll be having words with her later though.” At my criticism Eri looked abashed, though she was happy that I was angry for her. “I’m afraid she isn’t strong enough to be settling grudges. I however… for Eri, for Shaeula… I‘m going to make you yield!”

“Talk is cheap, mortal usurper. Let us begin!”

“Fine by me!” I immediately channelled aether, racing forwards. Shaeraggo calmly called upon arrows of swirling wind, releasing them rapidly at me, one after another with long-practised skill. I hurled wind energy at the first arrows, deflecting them a little, but the impact was heavier than I expected, the arrows boring through my defences, forcing me to use my spear to block. The impacts rocked me, throwing me off balance, and the scattered shards of wind energy sliced across my exposed flesh, drawing silvery blood from my face. Shit, why are his attacks so strong?

More arrows were raining on me. Shaeraggo was grinning, clearly not putting out his full effort. I desperately fended off the incoming attacks, one slamming into my armour, the impact rocking me. My initial strategy of closing in had failed, so I was being forced to switch to my next plan ahead of schedule…

Releasing a little fire energy I used my knowledge of physics to do something I doubted he would expect or understand. In addition, I started attacking back with my own ostentatious blades of wind, emerald streaks flashing towards him. Shaeraggo’s own wind effortlessly shattered my attacks, but his arrows flying towards me were now sliding past me, blowing craters into the ground.

“Huh?” Shaeraggo seemed a little confused, though he was still confident as he clearly held the advantage. Still, as his attacks continued to miss me by inches, I could see a trace of frustration creeping in. Carefully holding down the green light of the wind, I made my counterattack. Shaeraggo swatted aside my visible attacks while firing at me, only to suddenly leap backwards, a faint scattering of blood misting the air.

Damn, I thought that’d do more damage. He mitigated it at the very last second…

Shaeraggo paused to wipe away the blood that dripped from his face. “Tricky mortal, I could not see your attack. But to fool-fool this Shaeraggo, you would need to be far stronger. Even if I cannot see it, I can still feel the movements of the wind. Still, I now realise you have some bite to you. Feel privileged, for I shall now crush you!”

Shaeraggo’s eyes blazed a deep emerald, shining powerfully. Shaeula called out a warning to me then, sounding panicked. “Be careful Akio! My brother has Mystic Eyes of Wind Reading, when he uses them his power grows-grows greatly!”

“My little sister is correct.” He sneered. “And before my eyes, your clever tricks will not protect you-you. I can see the movement of the wind around you. It is affecting my sight somehow, making you seem where you are not.”

“I see, so a heat haze. A type of refraction.” Shaeula exclaimed, suddenly understanding, as she was studying these things when she had the chance back in the Material, striving to grow stronger.

“Well, I don’t like giving away all my tricks…” I started, but was then thrown backwards, tasting iron in my mouth, the breath driven from me as my armour cracked under the impact of a swiftly fired arrow.

“My eyes see all wind.” Shaeraggo scoffed. “Your petty tricks are clearly visible to me-me! Now die-die!” Another arrow, larger and more threatening than before, was forming on his bow. As he unleashed it, the very air around him shaking, Eri and Shaeula let out cries of despair.

Don’t worry, I’m not done yet. I can’t use too much fire energy, I need it for later, but… His arrow diverted, citrine flames greedily licking at it, disrupting its balance. It exploded behind me and I raced forwards once more, pushing my body to its limit, only to see Shaeraggo summoning multiple arrows, these topped with snarling weasel-heads. Hey, that’s Shaeula’s trick…

“Do try and survive this.” Shaeraggo scoffed. “My beloved wife has cast such a magnificent ward, it would be a shame if you-you were to die despite that…”

“Brother Shaeraggo, no!” Shaeula called out, frantic, but he ignored her, merely smiling darkly.

Arrows streaked out towards me one after another. They seemed to contain less power than the previous ones, but I was quickly feeling surging panic, my mind racing for a solution, my body crying out as my armour was shredded and wounds rapidly piled up on me. The arrows of wind were like serpents, living beings who when dodged or deflected would swing back at me from other angles until they struck, discharging their force. Which again is causing me far greater injury than the invested elemental energy should be capable of…

More and more of the weasel-arrows were flying my way, and I had been driven back, far away from Shaeraggo, who was bombarding me with impunity. Mind racing, I was struggling to think of a counter, when Shaeula surged forwards, breaking free from the grip Eri had on her arm. She approached the edge of the Moonlight Mist Realm, tears in her eyes, before calling out to her brother.

“Stop this brother, please! I do not-not want to see you hurt my Akio so! And if he dies… I shall die too. I can not-not break the Price, but when I am at your cage of a mansion, I shall-shall end myself, I swear it!”

“I shall never allow that. You are wroth, little sister, but in time your pain-pain will fade. Until then, your maids will keep you company.” Shaeraggo replied, still keeping up his barrage at me, eyes reading my movements by the ripple of air around me. I stumbled as more impacts rocked me, spear spilling from my grasp as one arm broke. I know the barrier should fix a lot of these injuries when the battle is done but fuck this hurts… the broken edges of bone are grinding… uh, damn I feel sick from the pain…

“You can not-not watch me all the time, my brother! Reconsider your actions, or else I shall…”

“No, you won’t.” I interrupted, interspersed with grunts as I was battered by waves of the seeking arrows. “Shaeula, don’t ever talk about killing yourself. Whatever happens here… don’t forget we chose this ourselves, making the best…” I spat blood as another arrow slammed into me. My armour which I had so painstakingly repaired again and again was little more than shreds once more. “… of what choices we had. I don’t intend to die, I still intend to win but… always remember, where there is life there’s hope. And I would never want to see you dead.”

“Akio is right.” Eri agreed, having caught up with Shaeula again, pulling her into a comforting hug. “Akio won’t die, I wont allow it. But… wouldn’t it be too sad for you to be dead too? Just… believe, all right. I know he must have a hidden plan!”

I do have one… but I really hoped I wouldn’t have to use it. And even surviving to get an opportunity is going to be tough…

Shaeraggo momentarily paused his barrage to look at me strangely. “You speak true, mortal. It would be a tragedy should my little sister foolishly squander her life over a wretch like you-you.”

“Well damn…” I spat, blood trickling down my chin. “For a moment I thought you were being decent, but couldn’t resist the dig, eh? Come on then, I’m growing tired of this.” I picked up my fallen spear with my one good arm. Though good is a bit of an overstatement, everything hurts.

“Yes-yes, it is time to put this Trial to rest. Fear not, little sister, all this will soon be over!” He started launching arrows at me again, but this time I was prepared. I have to draw on my batteries, which is a blow, but as long as I can get one opening…

The arrows were whistling towards me, puppeteered on the breeze by Shaeraggo’s great skills. This time instead of dodging though, I drew on flame energies and started devouring the arrows. It would take too much to completely destroy them, but I hadn’t just been taking injuries like a punching bag without recourse. It was the weasel-heads that gave the arrows the ability to seek me, so by burning them a little with flame the arrows would go off-target, missing me entirely.

Shaeraggo scowled as his arrows started to disintegrate, veering wildly away, ploughing up the ground beside me. Cascades of green and yellow sparks were raining down around me. It was quite pretty, not that I had time to pay attention. Using this opportunity to close in to Shaeraggo, I narrowed the distance, getting ever closer, though the closer I got the harder it was to destroy his arrows in time, so I was taking further wounds.

Shaeula could barely watch, but Eri was still cheering me on. Beside them Selensha and Ulfuric looked pensive, while Ixitt seemed to be having a grand time observing the clash of our attacks, laughing in his hacking way and making notes.

“You look rather defeated.” Shaeraggo taunted. “You may be destroying my arrows, but you cannot surely hold-hold on much longer. Whereas I am unharmed. I am magnanimous, in deference to my little sister and her misguided affection for you, I can give you leave to forfeit. Or if not… I shall finish this, and you will-will not survive.”

He's more rattled that he lets on. His mannerisms were reminiscent of Shaeula’s, and by the twitching around his eyes I could see he was unsettled. And why not? Sure he has the upper hand, but with his pride the fact a mortal like me is making him work for the victory should be intolerable… it isn’t merely about winning for him, so just like Shaeula had a slim chance against Ulfuric due to his orders, I have this one window to exploit… all or nothing…

“Oh? I can do this all day…” I said, quoting a famous superhero. Shaeraggo, who didn’t get the reference, responded with annoyance.

“So be it then-then. I have allowed your insolence to continue for too long. Winds, heed me, devour this fool who thinks he can claim my sister as a prize!” The deep green aura of his eyes spread around him, turning into a whistling array of emerald and jade.

“Brother, no, you can not-not do this!” Shaeula started to protest, and Selensha also spoke.

“Are you sure, my love? My Mist Realm will not be able to…”

Their words were drowned out by the howling gale as the swirling green essence formed into a giant weasel-head, several metres across, maw big enough to swallow me whole. Shit, that looks dangerous. It’ll take more than a little fire to consume that…

Still, it was my one chance. I turned to look at Eri and Shaeula, and Eri nodded, seeing my resolve. As she did so Shaeula suddenly started to shout over the tumult, her words shocking me to the core. “Brother, no, we forf…” Before she could finish Eri clamped a hand over her mouth, silencing the words. Instinctively Shaeula bit her, and Eri cried out before swallowing the pain. Shaeula was trying to wrestle free, causing Eri some injury, but Eri was resolute, ignoring the blood dripping from her bitten hand, whispering soothing words in Shaeula’s ears.

Good job Eri. And Shaeula can’t use all her strength or she’d really hurt you… you’ve bought me enough time for one last reckless gamble.

“How unfortunate for you-you.” Shaeraggo scoffed, his bow straining under the massive gale-arrow that was ready to annihilate me. “Your wife has cost you your life, silencing my little sister. It is not too-too late for you to concede. You would have a small victory to console yourself with, knowing I was unable to destroy you as I wished.”

“What victory would there be in losing Shaeula? No, I’m not beaten yet.” I drew on my wind and flame energy, a radiance of yellow and green surrounding me. “Even if Shaeula was to end up in Hell, I’d follow her down to stamp out the flames.”

“Words, words, words.” Shaeraggo scoffed. “Now die-die!” He loosed the arrow and the massive gust whipped towards me, tearing up all in its path. Shaeula finally struggled free and cried out in sorrow and fear, and even Eri, cradling her torn hand, was white with terror.

Sorry about this. I hate making you worry, but… “This is the time to give everything I’ve got! Foehn, blaze forth and consume, body and soul!”

Foehn, fed by much of my wind energy, erupted outwards like a tidal wave. It slammed into the oncoming attack, exploding into a cloud of devouring droplets of brilliant yellow. The massive wind arrow started breaking apart, the blaze rapidly feasting on it, converting the wind to more spreading flames. The battlefield was showered in cascading napalm, setting the very ground alight. I did say I’d follow Shaeula to Hell if necessary, but I’m pretty much creating hell here instead… oh God, it hurts so bad, it makes my previous injuries feel like nothing…

“What is this?” Shaeraggo was shocked as his prized attack burst apart under the devouring fires, but he was a consummate hunter, so readied more arrows, launching them through the maelstrom, even as he scuttled backwards. Luckily for me, the arrows were quickly scattered by the roiling cloud of flames, their energy not able to overcome their poor affinity with fire.

“Did you commit suicide… wait… what under the moon…?” Shaeraggo panicked as something outside of his expectations occurred. A shadow crashed through the roaring fires, trailing clinging flames. For a moment he was motionless, and in that one brief moment of hesitation another explosion of flame rang out, and the blazing figure was hurled forwards, latching onto him, arm wreathed in flame clinging around his neck. “I’ve got you.” I moaned, gasps of pain escaping my scorched throat.

Shaeraggo let out a yelp of agony, fiery droplets of Foehn leaking off me and onto him, the smell of scorched fur and flesh sickening. “You are insane! Get-get off me!” Shaeraggo threw aside his bow and started striking me, but every time he struck me more Foehn spread to his fists and arms. The blows were powerful, rocking my consciousness, but I was determined to hold on, and just like Shaeula managed to fend off the musical debuffs by pain, I was able to maintain my consciousness despite the savage beating by focusing on the torment searing me… I prepared for this to limit the damage, but even so…

“Insane?” I croaked, winding my legs around him as well, clinging like a limpet as behind us the windstorm finally collapsed, showering more flames everywhere. The air was full of smoke and the scent of char, and the onlookers were watching in horror. Eri was crying, Shaeula had fallen to her knees, forlorn, and Selensha was frantically reinforcing the Moonlight Mist Barrier with what little strength she had remaining.

“No, I’m not insane. I’m merely… prepared to…” It was hard to get out the words, but I needed to say them. “… do anything, if it is for Shaeula, for Eri, for my family and … my dreams. Can you… say the same?”

My armour had entirely burned away, and Shaeraggo’s was quickly igniting. He flailed at the fires, trying to scatter them, but that was a mistake. The more he struggled the more the Foehn burned him. “I think you… might want to surrender…” I advised. “You’ve already… seen how far I… will go.”

“You fool-fool. Surely you will succumb to the fires before I do-do…”

“You asked for this then…” Fires dripped from my burning hair, running down my face. Winding back my neck, I then slammed forwards, my fiery forehead slamming into his nose. Shaeraggo squealed, and I slammed him once more. “This one’s… for Eri, don’t point an arrow… at her, jackass!”

My head crashed into Shaeraggo again and again, staggering him. Selensha, seeing us wreathed in flames, cried out in terror. “Don’t kill him! That flame is dangerous, I’m not sure the Moonlight Mist Realm can mitigate it! If you don’t stop, you’ll both die!”

“I’m not. Going to. Kill him.” I punctuated each couple of words with another headbutt, flames scattering. “He’s. Shaeula’s. Brother. But he. Needs to learn. How to be. A decent one.” After another half-dozen headbutts my own skull felt as if it was fractured, it was like slamming concrete, but Shaeraggo was in an equally bad state, numerous greedy fires burning him.

“I hope. You feel. Regret at…” I continued.

“I… I yield!” Shaeraggo croaked desperately, flames even burning his eyelids as he desperately tried to protect his Mystic Eyes. “I surrender, you mad-mad abomination!”

Cries of relief came from the watchers, and the weeping. terrified Selensha waved her staff. Mist with an orange glow descended, and I desperately expunged the last of my wind energies, destroying the vacuums I had created around my body to shield me from the worst of the Foehn, hurling it away like burning meteorites. Releasing Shaeraggo I collapsed to the ground, staring up at the spectacle, orange mists meeting the slowly vanishing citrine flames of the Foehn as the Mist Barrier started dismissing it.

Fuck, I hurt so bad. Even with the amelioration of my injuries I was still banged up and burnt. Tears welled up in my eyes finally, and I wasn’t sure whether it was from the pain, or relief that I’d won, and our dreams were safe for now. Shaeula and Eri were racing over, dodging between the remaining flames of Foehn, and as they approached a silvery sheen that wasn’t tears appeared in my vision…

Your Class, Fae-Souled has increased from Level Seventeen to Level Nineteen.
Your Foresight has significantly increased.
Your…


Spoils of war, eh? Still, seeing the looks of mixed joy and concern on the faces of Shaeula and Eri, I felt that was a greater reward…


One Hundred And Forty-One


“Are you still with us, master?” Shaeula said, looking down on me as I lay there staring at the dark aurora in the skies. I see now the stressful situation is over she's back to calling me master... Beside her Eri had seized my hand with hers and was holding it tight, and I could feel the warmth of both her hand and the blood she had shed keeping Shaeula from surrendering. Even just holding hands hurts a bit, damn…

I let out a long groan, my burned skin paining me, before nodding as gently as I could. “Yeah. Somehow.” Lifting my less-damaged arm, I managed to make a victory sign. “I told you I could do it…”

“Oh Akio…” Eri sighed, clutching my hand to her chest. “You got so hurt…”

“Indeed… indeed.” Shaeula was struggling for words, her emotions raw. “I did not-not want this, not-not at all. Now I understand why you forced me to forfeit in the second Trial. Even defeat might not-not be this painful…” The look in her amber eyes was sad, and I didn’t like it.

“Eri, can you lift me up? I don’t really feel up to moving right now.” I asked, and she gently pulled on my arm, wincing every time I let out a grunt of pain. When I was sitting upright I draped my arms around them, a gentle hug.

“Smile. Please.” I asked them both, forcing a smile of my own, ignoring the aching tug of my seared flesh. “We won, somehow. I don’t know what will come next, whether Shaeraggo will be reasonable, but for now… the worst is avoided. Isn’t that something to be happy about, Shaeula? We don’t have to lose you yet.”

“I am happy…” she muttered, her voice small and weak. “I did not-not wish to leave. But the price…”

“If the price was just some pain, I am happy to pay it. Well, not happy…” I managed a dry chuckle. “… but it was totally worth it. You think the same, right Eri?”

Eri nodded, and Shaeula looked down at her hand, face paling as she remembered what she had done. “Oh Eri, I am so ashamed, I have injured you! I did not-not mean…”

“Hush now, silly girl.” Eri shook her head, exasperated. “You were just scared for Akio, how can I criticise you for that? Like he said, it was worth it. If you’d have managed to say those words… surely we’d all be crying different tears now, wouldn't we?”

“Good girl, that’s exactly right!” I approved, managing to raise my arm just enough to stroke her head.

“Keh-keh-keh, you really are quite the amusing group.” Ixitt chuckled, watching our heartfelt scene. “You really... keh-keh... look like a victim of Unseelie curses right now. That fire of yours… Foehn, keh-keh, was it? Most fascinating. It had a presence that matches the... keh-keh... Moonlight Mist Realm. Quite spectacular. Even the spirits were unable to fully suppress it. Keh-keh-keh.”

I turned my head gently, looking around at the devastation of the shrine summit. Oh shit. The Kami is not going to be pleased… The first battle between Shaeula and Ulfuric had done little damage to the grounds, but our battle… craters were everywhere, the ground was scorched black, having vitrified to glass in places, and pockets of Foehn were still burning even now.

“Don’t worry.” Eri consoled me. “I’m sure you can rebuild, right? At least none of the shrine buildings were damaged… well, much.” She laughed nervously, and I could see some of the torii gates were damaged, gouges and slashes in their paintwork.

“Before that, you need-need healing.” Shaeula said, turning to find out where Selensha was. “Stop with my fool-fool of a brother and come heal Akio. He won-won, so should be treated first!”

Selensha was drinking from an ornate crystal bottle, bright orange liquid inside slipping down her throat. It couldn’t have been pleasant, as she was shuddering, eyes squinting. “I’m going as fast as I can, I had to use all my remaining power preventing his fire from destroying the Moonlight Mist Realm… ugh, this Faerie Dew is vile…” She shivered all over, gagging.

Beside her Shaeraggo was sitting, merely staring at us. The damage to his face had been largely restored, but he still had significant burns along his arms and torso. I met his deep green eyes with my steely grey ones, and for a moment we communicated without words, before he looked away. Yeah, he’s not happy at all. This isn’t over.

“It’s fine.” I managed to say. “Naturally she wants to make sure her husband is healed first. It isn’t like I’m dying so I can hold on. It feels like it though.” I grinned bitterly. “Besides, while I’m waiting I can take a look at the spoils of battle. I’m not sure why, but I got a couple of Level-ups on my Fae-Souled class, and some other goodies too.”

Your Class, Fae-Souled has increased from Level Seventeen to Level Nineteen.
Your Foresight has significantly increased.
Your Skill, Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze has advanced from Rank 2 to Rank 3, having now fed on the power of Elemental Water as well as Elemental Wind. The hunger of Foehn knows no limits, and it desires to feast on further Elements to grow ever stronger. [Class: ???]
Your Skill, Flame Manipulation has advanced from Rank 4 to Rank 5. Your understanding of Flame has significantly increased, and you can handle Flame with less wastage and greater efficiency. [Class: ???]
Your Skill, Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame has advanced from Rank 2 to Rank 3. Your Solar Plexus Chakra now generates more Flame energy and is better able to handle variant and unique Flames, such as Foehn. [Class: ???]


As I explained to the girls about my significant boosts with flame handling, which made sense as I pushed Foehn and my control over it to the limit, so much so that it had even destroyed my bluesteel batteries, I did wonder just why I received Foresight as well, not that I was complaining. One thing I did notice however, was that as soon as my Foresight grew, that ominous feeling of danger coming closer became sharper, more pronounced, and I could tell something bad was going to happen soon…

“Perhaps your Fae nature has increased because you took part-part in a Trial of Three?” Shaeula mused. “It is-is a sacred ritual to the Fae.”

“Maybe that’s it.” I said, watching as Selensha was restoring the scorched fur and flesh of Shaeraggo, her crystal-topped staff giving off a bright orange glow. “Whatever the reason, more power is definitely good for us.”

“Indeed-indeed.” Shaeula, who had wiped away her fresh tears, was starting to look more her old self, and Eri and I were smiling to see it. “I too have strengthened myself during the two mighty-mighty battles I fought. I shall explain later, but first…”

“I’m jealous.” Eri muttered, looking down at her weak arms and damaged hand. “But you promised me…”

Shaeula merely nodded to her words, as Selensha and Shaeraggo were coming over to us, Ulfuric in tow, watching us all silently. “I’m here to heal you.” Selensha said, flourishing her staff wearily. “Thank the moon this is the end of it. I really will sleep for ever.”

“Eri first. Her hand is injured.” I insisted, but she rejected that.

“What? No!” She looked at me in shock. “I’m barely hurt at all. You need it much more than me!”

“No way. It’s a husband's prerogative to look after their wife, isn’t it? You get that, right Selensha?” As soon as I said the word wife, I remembered Eri saying she was my first wife once more. Ugh, what a mess. I never thought Eri would say that, she’s always been extremely jealous…

“I agree. You’ll not change his mind, just accept it.” Selensha giggled, quickly pouring bubbles of orange energy into Eri’s wounds. She let out an exclamation of wonder as the flesh quickly regrew and the lingering pain vanished.

Once that was done, Selensha turned to me, pursing her lips pensively. “Your injuries are quite severe. Even the Moonlight Mist Realm was unable to dismiss many of the burns. This will be quite the challenge, even for me. You should take better care of yourself, or your poor wives will worry.”

“That’s right!” Eri nodded rapidly. “I was worried! Shaeula too, right?”

Before Shaeula could answer, Shaeraggo scoffed loudly. Still, he didn’t say anything, merely waited while his wife started to heal me. Orange bubbles were pouring into me, and I tried to capture the sensation, while also looking at it with Self-Examination. I was largely spent, but I followed her bubbles with my aether, performing what extra Ether Healing I could. After a few moments, Selensha paused, looking at me inquisitively. “What are you doing? It feels almost like you are assisting my healing?”

Yep, mage-types are definitely curious beings. “I’m certainly trying. I’m hardly as skilled as you are, but I’ve been dabbling in using my aether to heal, as I’ve got a pretty good idea of how the human body works.”

“I see.” Selensha was indeed interested. “Can you sense it when I do this…?” We went through a series of tests and she guided my flows of aether, enabling me to replicate a small portion of what she was doing with water element. My efforts were rewarded, despite the fact Eri was laughing at me gently and Shaeula was rolling her eyes, with another series of silvery letters across my vision.

Your Skill, Ether Healing has advanced from Rank 2 to Rank 3. You can more effectively heal your own injuries and those of others, repairing damage to subtle bodies. Your subtle bodies will draw in a further increased rate of Ether from their surroundings and automatically repair themselves. You also have a small resistance to harmful substances and foreign matter. Your affinity for the Water Element and the understanding of ???????? has also increased. [Class: ???]


Still getting question marks, but even so, this is more information that I was getting before…

“Thanks a lot Selensha, I’ve made progress. I still have a long way to go until I can catch up to you, but it’s a start.”

She seemed embarrassed by my praise, or perhaps… it’s probably more Shaeraggo. He’s just… standing there, watching us. It’s unnerving.

The pain had largely died away, and after a little more I was restored. My armour and batteries were destroyed, but one of the Kamaitachi had brought me my discarded spear, which was still functional. After thanking Selensha once more I pulled myself to my feel, Eri and Shaeula flanking me, my gaze once more meeting Shaeraggo’s. “So, we won.” I said, and Shaeula echoed me.

“Indeed, my brother, we triumphed. So now-now you must pay the Prices.”

“I do, for I cannot go against the laws of the Seelie. Three moons of grace you shall have-have, but… I cannot accept this! I shall ask you one last time, little sister. Shaeula. Please, return with me! I will even leave this vile mortal unharmed out of deference for your wishes and the results of the Trials, but…”

“Hah. Hah. Hah.” Gurgling laughter sounded, and I turned to see Grulgor and his Trolls, now awake and fully recovered, all hooting and jeering at Shaeraggo, Grulgor being particularly amused. “Little weasel is pathetic. Grul says master beat you until you begged for mercy. Now you try and … hah… weasel… out of promises? Grul says Unseelie have more pride than you!”

Shaeraggo puffed himself up, hand going for his bow, before he realised it had been damaged by the Foehn before and wasn’t currently usable.

“You also made-made a wager with Akio.” Shaeula reminded hm, remembering herself. “At the time I thought it reckless, but… well, this is why you are the one-one I chose.” She gave me a bright smile, licking her lips lasciviously, until Eri bopped her gently on the head.

“No time for that now.” she sighed. Turning to Shaeraggo though, she glared at him. I hope she isn’t going to try and stick an axe in him again…

“I remember you were going to make Akio… what was it, ah yes, you’d enjoy seeing him kiss your feet. But if you lost, you had to accept Akio was worthy of Shaeula. So do it! Are you a man or just a beast who doesn’t know how to keep his word? I thought Fae had to do that?”

Shaeraggo ground his teeth, and Selensha reached out a hand to comfort him. As she did so she met my gaze, and understanding dawned in her eyes. Yep, I had a bet with you as well. So pay up.

“My dear, you’ve lost. Can’t you see just how hard they’ve fought for each other? This Akio is no ordinary mortal, look how far Shaeula has come under his care. You promised them three moons of grace, so why not let it go, at least for now? You don’t want your sister to hate you, do you? She’s a proud princess, she’ll keep her promises to disown you all should she have to…”

“I will indeed-indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “Brother, show me your dignity and grace in defeat. I wish-wish to be able to respect you once again.”

Eri was watching the situation and she whispered in my ear. “Can’t we do something? We won, but it still isn’t going well. I don’t want Shaeula to have to give up her family, even a horrible brother like Shaeraggo, that’d just be too sad…”

I know. I don’t think I can fix this, but if I can buy us time… “I’m prepared to compromise.” I said, drawing all eyes to me, pausing the family squabble. “You promised us three moons, that’s eighty-four days of Material time. So how about this. You give us that time to become stronger, and we’ll not only make our Territory more worthy of her, but the both of us will grow our strength greatly. I’ll show I am able to protect Shaeula. If I can’t show results, then I’ll admit she’d be better off without me.”

“I have no-no wish to leave you!” Shaeula protested, and I gently stroked her head.

“I know. That’s why we’ll do everything to strengthen ourselves, so that when the time comes, even Shaeraggo will have to admit we belong together.”

“Belong together.” Shaeula blushed brilliantly. “We do-do. Yes, I can agree to that. So brother, what do-do you say? Pay the Prices you have promised, then I shall respect you as my brother once-once more. And I shall prove, since you are not-not satisfied with my glorious feats so far, that at Akio’s side is where I belong. I shall not-not be gone forever, for I have unfinished business in the Seelie Court.”

“If you are worried about her, which I get, you are welcome to visit our Territory at any time. We aren’t always here, as we have business in the Material a lot as well, but you are welcome nonetheless.” It’s a bit sly, but if he visits us, that’s an extra layer of security, as I bet he wouldn’t allow enemies to endanger his sister…

Shaeraggo looked at Shaeula, me, Selensha, the grinning Ixitt, Ulfuric, even Eri. Looking up to the heavens, he let out a long sigh. “Bring my Fae Pouch.” He ordered a weaselkin, who raced off back to the troops. “I hate-hate this. I hate it very much. But I can see your resolve, sister, mortal … no, Akio. I could twist the Prices paid-paid, for that is the way of the Fae, but… I cannot bear to cheat my own sister, nor go against my wife. Three moons. But should any harm-harm befall my sister, I shall not accept a Trial, I am a hunter, all you will know will be my arrow taking your heart!”

“I thank you, brother Shaeraggo.” Shaeula said, taking his hand. “You will not-not regret this. And when I am stronger, I can-can aid our father against his foes. We have already peeled Grulgor away from Duke Formor. We can do much-much more!”

At that Grulgor grumbled sourly, complaining that he still owed Duke Formor his respect and loyalty, but we ignored him. Shaeraggo’s weaselkin returned, carrying a small velvet pouch, ringed with golden threads. He took it, and opened it to reveal a strange mushroom. It looked poisonous, with a bright red cap, spotted with bumps of various colours, orange, blue and purple predominant. “I shall need to trade for another one of these with those crazy Plantkin…” he muttered. “… they are always so greedy.” Looking around he headed over to the back hills, where earth elemental energies were still spreading freely from the ground. Bending down, he inspected the fissures and their ruby-red fountains.

What is he doing?

Suddenly one of the venting plumes of elemental energies dried up, before a ring of mushrooms, each as tall as a person, larger versions of the small one he had held, burst out of the ground and started giving off a scarlet glow, streaked with vivid purple hues.

Your Territory has gained a Faerie Ring Gate Rank 3 Special.


A Faerie Ring Gate? What the hell is that?


One Hundred And Forty-Two


Appraising the Faerie Ring Gate, I was very surprised by the description.

Faerie Ring Gate Rank 3 Special- Special Rank facilities cannot be Ranked up by Ether, they grow as their requirements are met. Faerie Ring Gates draw upon abundant natural Elemental Water or Earth to grow, and as they do so, generate ??????? to create a mystical portal that connects two points of the lower Astral, regardless of distance, allowing transportation between. They can also ??????? ???????? ????????.


Well, it’s a bit dubious I can’t get a full description, but Shaeula should know what they are, and she doesn’t seem too concerned. “So, this isn’t part of the Prices you had to pay. Not that I’m complaining, we’ll take any freebies, right Shaeula?”

Before she could answer, Shaeraggo let out a long sigh. His gaze was still far from friendly, but at least he wasn’t at my throat like before. Although, he was pointedly ignoring me and talking to his sister. “I had intended to set this Ring in my estate, so I could travel to your mansion whenever I wished-wished to see you, my little sister. Now I will have to get another pair to set up. So very-very aggravating. With this, you can travel to the mansion I have prepared for you whenever you wish. It is on the very outskirts of the Seelie Court, bordering other Fae lands, so-so it is somewhat humble, but I have tried to make it a worthy home for you to hide in.”

Damn, so we can get into the lands of the Seelie through that? I think that’s way deeper than the Boundary, isn’t it? Didn’t Shaeula say once it travels through the lower Astral? That's quite the impressive gift.

“So if you ever wish to abandon this mortal…” Shaeraggo continued. “… you will have a place to go-go. Some of your servants and maids are residing there, so you will be comfortable.”

“I shall not-not leave his side.” Shaeula insisted, puffing out her chest. “But I do-do miss the lands of the Fae.” She spoke to Eri then. “I did-did say that one day I would show you the moonlit Fae realm, did I not-not? This day will perhaps come sooner than we thought. The dark, endless night is rather… romantic, I feel.”

“You had best beware, princess.” Ulfuric warned, finally breaking his silence. “You are still exiled in all but name. You should keep a low profile and not draw attention to yourselves.”

“I shall bear that in mind, Master Ulfuric. I have not-not forgotten, not-not even for a moment.” Shaeula turned back to her brother. “So, three moons. Now for the second Price. Forces worthy of my pedigree, I believe it was, no-no? I would not-not claim to demand forces like you command, yet the pitiful handful of troops I was sent to this land with is a great-great insult. I look forward to you rectifying this.”

Damn yeah, I was so caught up in wanting to protect Shaeula that I wasn’t focussing on what else we would gain. This timing is perfect, as we are embroiled in a running war with the Astral Emperor candidate from the north. With extra forces we can protect our Anchor and attack hard at the same time…

“Hmm.” Shaeraggo looked at his army, which was still neatly lined up around the edges of the shrine, the yellow light of the still-burning Foehn casting glittering reflections over their neat armour and weapons. “If too many of the troops I brought are missing, it will-will weaken my position at Court. Yet…” He gave orders, and several-score each of spear-weasels and archers were separated out, as well as Tillyae and a third of her musicians. A female weaselkin mage called Danaera was also picked out to lead twelve users of elemental wind, and we were also granted a score of the more heavily armoured weaselkin warriors. All in all, a very welcome boost to our power!

“I trust this will suffice?” Shaeraggo asked Shaeula, trying to ignore me as much as possible. “You are worthy of more, but for the moment…”

“Wait, wait, keh-keh-keh! I too shall stay.” Ixitt broke in, and behind him his fellow mortal engineers seemed resigned.

“You?” Shaeraggo asked. “But your research…”

“Keh-keh-keh. The others can take care of it, they know what to do, keh-keh. As for me…” His eyes lit up as he surveyed us. “… I believe I will be able to push my craft, keh, to new, keh, heights here under this mortal and your sister. Do not deny me, keh-keh, this chance to further our knowledge. Why, there is so much to see and learn… keh-keh-keh…” He nearly choked on his words, coughing up blood before finally recovering. “I shall send for my wives and children who do not have jobs when I am, keh-keh-keh, more settled. I trust you have no objections?”

“Just… try not to cause any problems, all right?” I gave in. He would probably be an asset in combat, judging by the way Shaeraggo had described him, and if he brought his family with him, which sounded impressively large, well, we could probably put them to work somehow…

“I am satisfied you have upheld the Price.” Shaeula agreed. “We would struggle to command more-more, and I would not-not strip away all your troops, dear brother.”

“Indeed, you are strong, the both of you, yet you lack experience in leading armies.” Ulfuric spoke, his deep voice booming. “That is why I shall remain here. After all, princess…” He smiled, his grim expression momentarily washed away. “… you did manage to defeat me, even if circumstances favoured you. I shall lead your host.”

“You will, Master Ulfuric? That is aid unlooked for, but most welcome indeed-indeed.” Shaeula was delighted, having a fondness for the huge badgerkin from her childhood in the Seelie Court.

“This I cannot allow. You are not my direct subordinate, Ulfuric, that-that is true, so I cannot order you, but you are a key aide of my father. If you are to vanish, it would weaken us immensely, and I would find it hard-hard to dissemble regarding my sister's location…”

“Three moons.” He rumbled. “The Seelie Court turns slowly, unlike the mortal realm. You have given three moons before you reveal what has happened here, so I shall remain, command and train…” His gaze roamed over me, and I keenly felt my inadequate combat skills, as well as a thrill of fear. “… until your skills are adequate. It is unlikely I shall be missed until then, and now that you have set up the Ring Gate, and are planning to anchor another, I can return if the situation calls for it.”

Shaeraggo chewed on his lip pensively, trying to decide. After a moment he shrugged, defeated. “Very well, I cannot stop you, Ulfuric, and I admit it would-would ease my heart to know you are guarding my little sister. If father asks, I shall say you are dealing with incursions of Fae-Beasts on our borders.”

The moment Shaeraggo agreed, the feeling of oncoming disaster that was prickling at me suddenly jumped into sharper focus, the event that was an act of woe feeling ever closer, almost close enough to touch. Seeing me suddenly shivering at the nauseating feeling, Eri looked up at me worriedly. “Are you all right? Do you need more healing?”

“I’m fine. Just a chill all of a sudden.” I said, trying to reassure her. So why is this event suddenly closer and more dangerous? I’ve felt it a few times recently, but there doesn’t seem to be a pattern behind it, other than it felt clearer when I gained more Foresight. I took a look at Ulfuric. I felt I was a pretty good judge of character, and while the Fae were alien, they shared a lot in common with us mortals, so I could tell Ulfuric was like an honourable knight or samurai. He wouldn’t do anything dirty or betray us… damn, Foresight is useful, at least I know something bad is coming, but without knowing what or when it’s hard to prepare, and harder on my nerves…

“So for the third Price, my dear-dear, beloved, favourite brother…” Shaeula was wheedling, rubbing her hands together in a very unladylike fashion. Beside me Eri burst out laughing.

“It will take me several days to gather suitable treasures and have them brought here-here.” Shaeraggo sighed, though he did perk up a bit at her obvious flattery.

“Wow, he loves his sister more than you do Aiko…” Eri giggled quietly beside me. “You get the same way when Aiko says nice things about you too though.”

“I’m not that bad, I hope?” I joked back, and Eri looked away, whistling quietly with amusement.

This is better. The tension and the sorrow of our battles is gone, replaced with laughter. It makes the fights all worth it…

“…So, the more-more of the Etherite ores you can bring, the stronger we can make our Territory.” Shaeula was continuing, showing off a few of the ores that the Kobolds had furnished us with. We were storing them within the shrine, as I had learned my lesson over breaking them down too soon for ether and then having to spend it due to lack of storage space. “Red and orange ones are nice-nice, but yellow and green ones are better. I wonder if we have any blue-blue ones? Those would be wonderful, dearest big brother.”

“I shall spare what I can.” Shaeraggo sighed at her barrage of requests. “I shall bring other treasures too…”

“And do not-not forget the bow. It is for Akio’s sister, she is a talented archer too, you would like her I am sure-sure, big brother. Her eyes are a lovely shade of blue-blue as well, so I need some blue Etherites to match them!”

Damn, Shaeula is being utterly shameless in trying to secure us loot. Exposition-san said blue ones and above are rare, so I doubt we’ll be that lucky…

“I shall not forget. Ugh, to part with one of my bows is torment, they-they are all precious to me. If it was not you who asked, little sister, I would never have allowed one for the Price…”

“Nonsense, you thought you were going to defeat Akio easily, more fool-fool you, brother.” Shaeula snickered. “You wagered it because you thought you could never-never lose.”

“I still feel-feel cheated…” Shaeraggo spat, being a sore loser. As he finalised the agreement, his forces (other than the ones that were staying with us, of course) began to form up, ready to withdraw. Once they were ready to leave, we followed Shaeraggo and his wife to the border of our Territory.

“Farewell, big brother, sister-in-law.” Shaeula bade them farewell. “Feel free to visit, but do not-not let any of my other siblings find out about this. I wish to be stronger before I win them over like I did-did you!”

“I am hardly won over.” He grumbled bitterly. “I am merely giving you a small chance to prove yourself. As for you…” He glared at me fiercely. “… remember, should my sister come to any harm…”

“I know.” I agreed. “An arrow from the dark, into the heart. If I am pathetic enough to allow her to suffer grave injuries, then I would deserve it, so you’ll hear no complaints from me.”

“Hmph, at least we agree on something.” Shaeraggo said. He then turned to Eri, surprising us. “So, I never did catch your name, first wife.”

“I’m Eri.” She said nervously, clutching my arm for support.

“Well then, Eri. Do treat my sister well. Being the first-first wife can be very challenging, managing the infighting and factions. If you neglect my dear Shaeula, then know I shall not let it pass.”

“I won’t. I’m ready for it.” Eri said resolutely, shocking me once more. “Besides, we made a promise. And I’m not any worse at keeping those than you Fae.”

“I think they’ll be fine. Did they not prove themselves against your anger, dear husband?” Selensha soothed him. Turning back to us, she bowed. “I can’t say I wish to go through such a Trial again any time soon, but your methods of healing and using elemental essence were fascinating. I can see why Mortal Engineer Ixitt wishes to stay.”

“Well, do-do feel free to visit again, sister-in-law. Your knowledge of water will prove helpful when we master it ourselves!” Shaeula declared.

“Such ambition. I’d like to see that…” Selensha laughed, finally having let go of her tension.

As our final bout of small talk concluded, Shaeraggo and his army departed, leaving behind our new troops. Ulfuric had formed them up into ranks, and we strode forwards to address them.

“We welcome you all-all, my new kin.” Shaeula opened with. “Some of you may be dissatisfied, serving under me, a young female, with few-few honours and a poor reputation. But fear not-not, you will soon see that under us, only glory awaits. But first, to demonstrate our power…” She raised one small hand, and I suddenly felt a weight pressing down on my spirit. It was as if… no, it was… that I was suddenly connected to Shaeula, and through her to many, many more spirits. The bonds of my Kin Bonding and Restoration were straining, a constant pressure spreading through it and into my Chakra network.

Shaeula too had gone pale, the stress of adding such a number to her kin no doubt weighing heavily on her too, but she stood tall, showing no weakness. “We will defeat our enemies, but know this-this! Even should you fall, as our kin, Akio and I shall-shall restore you to life, without fail!”

The troops gave a gentle cheer, still uncertain due to the strange turn of events that had led them to changing masters in a few scant hours. Yet, despite her supposed shortcomings, Shaeula was still a daughter of Prince Shaetanao, so they were not unwilling.

“So now, we must discuss our plans…” Shaeula continued, beckoning me over. Eri followed, though she had little to say as we brought the leaders of our forces together, including the White Snake Kami, Grulgor, the Kamaitachi, Tillyae, Danaera, Ixitt and of course Ulfuric. Once we had explained the situation with our opponents, Ulfuric decided (after some significant verbal sparring with Grulgor, who was clashing with him at every opportunity) to put together a flexible plan for attack and defence, based on the intel we had already gathered.

“You have done very well, princess, consort.” Ulfuric rumbled, once he was aware of our current situation.

Consort? What’s… oh wait, yeah, isn’t that a royal thing? I think that was the spouse of a monarch or high-ranking noble, wasn’t it? There was some trouble in Great Britain regarding one of them a while back, if I recall correctly. I guess he treats Shaeula as she has the higher position, I suppose it makes sense, considering who he is…

Shaeula had puffed out her cheeks in annoyance, but didn’t say anything, merely letting him continue.

“With a disadvantaged position you have leveraged your own combat strengths to suppress far greater numbers. However, this was only possible due to your enemy being… quite bluntly, a fool.” He continued. “And you can ill-afford to rely on such favourable happenstance. Still, this will be an opportunity for you both to learn the true arts of war. I shall draft our plan of engagement once I have fully evaluated all our troops and surveyed the terrain.”

Leaving Ulfuric to handle it, we headed back towards the main shrine. The fires of Foehn still hadn't died out entirely, though they were slowly dwindling. “Damn, this place is a mess. I know it was my only shot at victory, but still. I feel bad…”

“You do not-not have time for such concerns.” Shaeula said, grabbing one arm and pulling it to her modest chest. Beside me Eri grabbed my other. “We have much to discuss, do we not-not, Eri?”

“Yes.” she agreed, her face red. “Akio, we need to talk… it’s too painful to wait any longer.”

Oh Gods, it’s going to be about that. What… what do I do? I really don’t know what’s the best thing for Eri, for Shaeula… for everyone…


One Hundred And Forty-Three – Chapter Contains R18/Adult Content


The inside of the shrine building in the Boundary was quite different to what I had seen in the Material. It was richly decorated with white and crimson hangings, as well as golden ropes. It almost looks the part of a major shrine. I wonder what a huge shrine like the ones they have in Kyoto would look like…

My mind was wandering a little, the situation rather uncomfortable. Still, I was unable to escape as Eri and Shaeula each held one of my arms, guiding me towards the back of the shrine until they found a suitable room. Entering, I swallowed nervously, as the small room was cosy, and contained what looked like a pile of blankets, again in white and crimson.

“This will suffice, will it not-not, Eri?” Shaeula asked, and Eri nodded, still pink from nerves, but her face was resolute, dark eyes showing strength.

“Yes, we… we can talk here.” she answered, and she pulled us down, so we were all sitting on the blankets, still pressed tightly together, stoking all our embarrassment.

I’m going to have to grasp the nettle here… “Eri, when Shaeraggo asked you who you were, you said that you…” I began, but Eri tightened her grip on my arm, forestalling me.

“Please, this is hard enough. Just let us speak, all right?” Eri pleaded, and beside her Shaeula nodded agreement, her own amber eyes shining with emotion.

“You know, I’m a selfish and possessive girl.” Eri smiled self-deprecatingly. “I don’t know if I used to be, but finally getting what I wanted, who I loved, after having given up… well, it’s changed me, maybe. Or perhaps it just brought out who I’ve always been. Now I won’t ever let you go.” She looked down at her bare finger. “I hate it that my engagement ring isn’t here… I look at it all the time, and it reminds me that the dark times are over, that we’ll always be together…” She turned her gaze on Shaeula, who was listening quietly, though her tension was plain to see, her hand gripping my arm so tightly it was a little painful, and I could feel faint tremors in her fingers.

“… if it wasn’t for Shaeula, and Aiko, and my parents, and even those two fashionable idiots back home, I don’t think I’d have had the courage to take the final step and finally tell you how I felt. And if I didn’t, you never would have either, would you?” Her obsidian orbs were peering into mine so fiercely it was like she was seeing my soul. “I don’t blame you. I don’t. Though it does make me feel a little sad.”

I opened my mouth to speak again but she blocked it with her free hand. “Shush now, I said we are talking. I get it, I do. Aiko and I, I guess we always remembered that day back then, when you stood against that dog, protecting us. And many days after, always there, looking out for us. You became something giant in our eyes, a hero. So we never saw that you were suffering too, that you were fragile and in pain deep inside. Even if I could have…” She paused, shaking her head in annoyance. “I’m pretty selfish deep down, I’m not as nice as everyone thinks. I love you, Akio, I think I always have, even though when I was young I didn’t understand what that emotion even was. So I think…” A trickle of tears leaked from her eyes. “… even if you only agreed to be with me because you felt sorry for me, or because you thought you had to, I’d have accepted it, and I’d still have been happy. Though I’d have always been left wanting more. Like I said, I’m pretty selfish.” Her smile was brittle, and I shook free of her restraint, knowing I had to speak now.

“No, Eri, no. no!” I protested, somewhat annoyed. “You think I’d marry you just out of sympathy? Out of obligation? That isn’t true at all.” Not now, anyway. But if I’m being honest… at first…

“You are a poor-poor liar, master.” Shaeula piped up from where she was watching in silence. “True, I can tell you have always deeply cared for Eri, and she surely is quite-quite beautiful, any male would be happy to court her, but at first, that night under those fireworks… you were simply carried away-away with thoughts of what would make Eri happy, were you not-not? Rather than your own happiness?”

“I…” true, it was very hard for me to see her as anything but a sister at first, but that quickly changed.

Seeing me pause, Shaeula smiled in triumph. “Do not-not mistake our questioning. We understand now that genuine love has bloomed. It is easy to see-see from the way you look at Eri. Those feelings of being a brother, wanting to protect, they have changed. Now you wish nothing more-more than to have Eri by your side, to love and hold her, spend your life with her. I am not-not wrong?”

How could you be wrong? Going on genuine dates, spending time doing things lovers do… making love… I could feel my body heating up at the memories of Eri lying naked below me, so passionate and eager.

“It’s those eyes. I see it.” Eri said quietly. “When you look at me like that I know you truly want me, truly love me, not as a child, but as a woman. When I see them, I’m deeply happy. The world just seems perfect, bright and full of hope. But…” I was drawn in by her poise. She looked so fragile, yet also so resolute. “… I see you looking at Shaeula with those same eyes. It’s hard.”

I was shocked. I’m looking at Shaeula with eyes of love? “No, you must be wrong. Eri, when I promised to be your boyfriend, and later, when I asked you to marry me, I promised you I’d always love you, always be faithful. I’m no liar, I meant every word. I’ll never betray you. how could I? I’m in love with you, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

“I know, I do, and it makes me so happy to hear it. I’m the same Akio, I’ll always love you too, I’ll never let any other man touch me. The very thought sickens me. I also want to spend the rest of my life with you! But…” She turned to Shaeula, who was still extremely nervous, her breath coming fast. “… Shaeula loves you too. As much as I do.”

I know. I’m not an idiot. When she’s spelled it out so much, and even kissed me… but I’ve already…

“You remember on the flight home from Las Vegas?” Eri continued. “You looked so cute sleeping.” She giggled. “But we had a talk. Shaeula and I. Later Aiko joined in. Hmph, your sister, do you know what she said?”

No, how could I? I shook my head.

“She said that she loved both me and Shaeula, and since she couldn’t decide which of us she wanted as a sister-in-law, she thought you should choose both of us. She’s such a bad friend, isn’t she?” Eri’s laughter was mirthful, but with an edge of sadness.

“She seriously said that?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“She did indeed-indeed.” Shaeula joined in. “Your sister is wise, seeing past the bounds of your mortal conventions. I shall be proud-proud to have her as a sister-in-law.”

Whoa now, you are getting ahead of yourself…

“Anyway, we talked, and we realised a lot, about ourselves, each other. You.” Eri sighed. “It’s pretty similar to the horrible question you asked me earlier. If we could benefit from … ugh, if I had to touch.. do… things with another man… could I accept it, could you accept it?” She shuddered, biting her lip.

She was still holding my arm tight, but I managed to manoeuvre it around her, pulling her deeper into my embrace. “That’ll never happen. I promise.”

“I know.” Eri said tearfully. “But if I thought it would save you, I could do anything, even that. Afterwards I think the guilt would eat away at me, and I think… I think I would… not be able to live with it. Live at all…”

“No, just like we said to Shaeula, you can’t kill yourself.” I knew how her mind worked, and I needed to make it clear. “Even something like that, we could get through it. It’ll never happen, I promise, but I’d spend my life healing your heart…”

Yes, that’s just why I can’t return Shaeula’s feelings. Do I… do I like Shaeula? Yes, she’s adorable, loyal, haughty yet kind, her dreams are grand… Do I… do I love her? It doesn’t matter. I can’t. “I already made my choice, Eri. And I don’t regret it. if I did, it wouldn’t be fair to anyone. If I imagine how bad I would feel if you were to… well, you know. So I could never put you through the same feelings of pain and helplessness that I would feel. I love you way too much to ever do that.”

“Yes, if you were to cheat on me with some.. some whore…” she said the foul word with venom. “… I’d be crushed. I’m so happy you love me enough to see that. But… do you really think Shaeula is just some vile woman like that?” She had more tears in her eyes as she turned to Shaeula. “I’m so sorry I called you those terrible things in Las Vegas. I wanted to say that for a long time, but… no, I need to be braver, face what has to be faced. So, can you forgive me?”

“It is all-all in the past.” Shaeula patted her head with her free hand. “I understand your emotions were running high then. And I know you do not-not truly despise me. When we talked on that plane, you listened, even though you did not-not wish too. And when you called yourself Akio’s first wife… Eri, thank you for accepting me. I have pledged you shall not-not regret it, and I mean it!”

“Just hang on a minute…” I broke in, panicked. “We were just saying there is no way I could ever put Eri through something like this…”

“And I am just saying Shaeula isn’t like anyone else!” Eri was starting to get annoyed, red-faced and tearful, and my heart jumped at the sight. She’s beautiful even when angry. “We all have to be honest here. Otherwise we’ll regret it for ever. When you saw her tears, when she thought she had failed, had lost you… Akio. Don’t lie to me, to us. Akio, you love me, right? As a woman.”

“I do.”

“And… you love Shaeula, right, as a woman? It doesn’t matter whether it’s allowed, or whether you can. Just say the words. Until we reach the truth we can’t solve anything.”

God, now I feel like the younger one. She’s being so mature, even though it hurts her. So, do… do I really love Shaeula as a woman? I’ve lived and fought with her for so long now, laughed and cried with her, our dreams are intertwined. And the soft, wet feeling of her lips, the touch of her hand… Fuck, I’m such a cheating wretched bastard. I’m the worst. But…

“I’m sorry Eri. I know it’s not really cheating, but… I’m my heart I’ve been unfaithful. I do. I do love Shaeula as well. We’ve been through so much, I don’t think any man could have resisted falling in love…”

At my words Shaeula started crying. She had told me several times I was the only male for her, but I had never explicitly returned any feelings. Shit, that just makes me feel worse… I’m only making everyone sad…

“I don’t need excuses. I’m a little… well, no, a lot jealous, but… like I said, I can see it in your eyes when you look at me, there’s love for me, more than I deserve. So now, let me be clear. Akio. I love you as a man, as my soon-to-be husband. And Shaeula…”

Shaeula mopped away her tears and waited, barely able to contain herself for the words that were about to be spoken.

“… you are a friend who is starting to be as precious to me as Aiko. I’ll never forget how you pushed me towards this happiness, how you’ve started training me to defend Akio, how you said you’ll make my life full of joy… so I accept you. I accept us. I’m still first wife though. A privilege of being the childhood friend. Now, what do you say?”

Wait, this is moving way too fast, and nobody is asking for my input…

“I love Akio as a male-male. I want him to be the only one. He is the other half of my soul, the full moon to my new moon. I have told him this, but his loyalty to you is too-too great, Eri. I am a little envious of you. As for you… you are a precious friend to me-me, and I believe that together with Akio, our futures shall be bright-bright indeed.”

“So, there. Everyone has spoken. So we all know. There’s no point hiding it any further, is there?” Eri said. “As first wife it’s my job to manage these things, so Akio… you love Shaeula, so don’t make her suffer any longer. Just… just don’t neglect me either, all right? The wrath of a first wife is a terrible thing, right Shaeula?” she winked.

“If master is such-such a fool, I shall punish him myself.” she approved, her smile radiant.

No, no. no. Harems only work in stories, in real life it’s just cheating. It won’t be acceptable, even if Shaeula isn’t human. She’s living as one most of the time so it’s still…

“Stop thinking too much. I’ve said it isn’t the same. Sure, I doubt everything will go smoothly. There’ll be hard times and tears, jealousy and worry. But… just like when you fought Shaeraggo, and hurt yourself so horribly…” Her arm tightened, remembering the state I was in. “… as long as in the end we are all far happier than the sadness caused by the pain, we win, don't we?”

“A male is judged on the calibre of the females he makes happy. I have said this often.” Shaeula said, her gaze hot and intense. “You feel selfish, unworthy, I know-know. You think I would be happier having a male to myself. But you are still a fool-fool. You are ten times the male any other I have met is. So even split with Eri, that still means I have five-five times the joy.”

“If you feel unworthy, just… be better.” Eri echoed. “I’m not sure how you can be, as we already love you so much. But if you just try… you’ll come to accept this. Even Aiko wants you to romance us both!”

“I can see your reluctance. It hurts my heart, and I am not-not happy. But I suppose your deep loyalty is part-part of your charm, and something I can respect as a Fae, bound to honour given word. But allow me to remove your last excuse. You remember when we were both training our talents with the wind-wind?”

Of course I do. It was gruelling, but without that, the foundation would not be set for us to… oh, seriously? She wouldn’t!

“I triumphed, and you promised to honour one-one request I shall make without question, did you not-not? And now, my beloved master… my request is, please grant Eri’s wish, and do not-not feel ashamed or guilty. It will be an act of love, for both Eri and for me. It shall be the first step on your path-path to greatness as a male.”

“Akio. My love. My wish is, you’ll always love and treasure me, and will marry me. And you will also always love and treasure Shaeula. You’ll marry her too, though how we’ll make it work… wow, I wonder what a Faerie wedding is like?” In the moment she subconsciously imitated Aiko, which cut the tension.

I surrender. Eri, Aiko, Shaeula. They are the three most important people to me in this world. And they all want this. And it… it isn’t as though it is some hardship, is it? I feel shitty, like I’m taking advantage of them, yes, but Shaeula is right. If I become a man that can love them both and make them happy, what’s the problem? And if I’m honest… I’ve long looked at Shaeula with lewd eyes. She’s stunningly beautiful and very exotic… I’ve… well, I’m a healthy guy, of course I’ve dreamed of doing lewd stuff with her!

Seeing me turn over the thoughts in my mind they both waited, Shaeula looking tense, Eri more relaxed, a knowing look in her eyes. Yes, she’s known me forever, she can read me too well…

“I hope you two won’t regret this.” I said at last, my mind made up. It was fighting the tide, which only ever ended one way, and besides… Honestly, if Shaeula told me she was marrying some other guy… I’d hate it. Yeah, I just have to face facts. I’m as bad as any other man, wanting every beauty that comes my way…

“We won’t, so long as you put in the effort. And you can do that for us, right?” Eri said, letting out a long, tense breath.

“He can-can do anything he puts his mind to. I have seen him work-work miracles. Loving such beautiful, charming females as us should be no-no hardship in comparison.” Shaeula was crying again, this time bright droplets of joy. “So, it is-is settled, no?”

“I guess.” I was beaten. “I apparently did a bad job of Eri’s engagement by taking her to get a ring first, so it’s only fair I blow yours too, Shaeula. Will you marry me? I’ll figure out how it all works later.”

“Of course I shall, master no longer, my Akio!” Shaeula leapt on me, pushing her lips to mine. This time she forcefully drove her small tongue between my lips, seeking my warmth. Eri’s arm was still in mine, and I could see her blushing as Shaeula attacked me. Somehow that just made me feel hotter, more excited. I responded instinctively, and for a long moment we tangled our tongues together, before Shaeula parted from me, a thin trail of saliva forming for a moment.

“That was indeed better than before.” Shaeula grinned, face flushed. “I no-no longer have to watch you with envy, Eri. I hope it was not-not too painful for you to see?”

“I was jealous, but… I can bear it.” Eri shook her head. “It doesn’t hurt as much as I thought it would. Anyway, I’ll leave you two to it… you probably want to…” Eri flushed scarlet.

“No need to flee.” Shaeula laughed brightly, pure joy in her tones. “We shall bond in the Fae way, a proper joining of spirits at last. I would be honoured if you can-can witness it as first wife and a female I respect greatly. You shall not-not be too embarrassed.”

Forgive me Shaeraggo. I’m properly going to defile your beloved sister now…

“I don’t know about that…” Eri said quietly, before moving to the corner of the blankets, away from us. “… and I still really don’t know how I’ve earned your respect. But I’ll stay then. You two… enjoy yourselves?”
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It had taken me and Shaeula a couple of hours to recover enough aether and elemental essence after our hard Trials to be able to perform the mixing of our spirits. Eri’s nervousness had finally died away as we spent the time talking about the situation and our future.

Yeah, it’s still hard to believe I’m one of those harem protagonists now, with two girlfriends… ugh, I still feel a sting of guilt. That isn’t all I feel though…

Shaeula was sitting on my lap, facing me, having doffed her armour, only wearing her usual yukata, and since my clothes were scorched rags still, there was a lot of skin contact. Yeah, just like breathing and other bodily functions, libido seems to work just fine here in the Boundary. That still makes no sense though…

“So, are you ready, Akio?” Shaeula asked me, savouring saying my name, face upturned. In answer I kissed her again, having done an awful lot of that during the last few hours. Eri had got jealous of watching us, so I’d kissed her plenty too. Shaeula laughed then and said that was the first wife making sure everything was fair…

“You know, I’m actually very curious now.” Eri said, sitting comfortably watching us. With everything out in the open we had finally been able to reconcile the tangled mess of feelings we held, and some of Eri’s worries had finally been put to rest. “Do you think I’ll ever be able to do this?”

“I would say it is not-not impossible.” Shaeula answered. “After all, you have a lunar Chakra now-now, though it is perilously fragile and will need much work. When it is stable, I see no reason why you can not-not join your essences like we can.”

“That’s a relief.” Eri did indeed look happy. “If I couldn’t, well, I wouldn’t blame you both, but I feel so much better knowing I won’t be left out. Oh, sorry, don’t let me interrupt you two.”

As she fell silent, I looked into Shaeula’s eyes, grey into amber. Shaeula had explained what I needed to do, and it was very similar to how I had saved her life in the desert, but… even before then, when Shaeula tried to create a lunar Chakra for me, when we first met, she did something reminiscent of that to save me. Perhaps this was predestined from the start, and fighting it was hopeless.

Drawing on aether, wind and flame, all the essences I possessed, I cycled them through me, allowing them to soak through my Chakra network, taking on the very flavour of my spirit. Shaeula was doing the same, and as we held hands I could feel a pulse within her. Closing my eyes I searched for it.

I can feel the bond we share, that she is my kin. But that isn’t all… Through that bond I could feel small pulses of flame, wind and glittering aetheric energy, and each little burst reminded me of Shaeula, mercurial like the wind, yet passionate as a flame, and loyal, driven… But there are more bonds too, just as deep… I could feel a link between Shaeula and my Territory, which was also then passed through to me. It was the Throne Of Heroes. But even then, there was more. There was another deep bond between us, that of her Pledged One, and it too resonated. As the energies welled within us, Shaeula spoke, her breath coming in hot rasps.

“Now-now, push outwards and allow-allow our essences to mix-mix, flowing to our-our lunar Chakras.”

She’s getting excited again I see… Energy flooded out of me, reminiscent of last time, but somehow far more intimate, erotic. Now that I understood what I was doing, and wasn’t in a panic, the feeling was exquisite. As energy was leaving me, more was pouring in to take its place, and with it I could feel Shaeula’s emotions. Trust. Loyalty. Hope. Love. Any doubts I had were blown away as the energy penetrated me deeply, moving up my Chakras, circulating, while I could also feel myself penetrating her…

“This… is so much… more than I could-could have… ever… dreamed of!” Shaeula moaned, and her lips sought mine once more, her clasped hands clenching mine painfully. “Oh, by the King and Queen…” she moaned, as my tongue slurped hers greedily.

“I don’t think you should be talking about other men right now, even if it is your King…” I gasped meanly, and she responded by biting my lip aggressively, drawing droplets of silver and ruby blood. I could taste cold iron, and her passion was inflamed. One of her hands came free from mine and was clutching my back, small nails scoring lines in my flesh. Since I had a free hand now I reached out and slid it inside her yukata, grasping her modest breasts fiercely, groping her soft skin, feeling her nipples harden under my caress.

“Uhh, was I this embarrassing when we did it…” I vaguely heard Eri mutter something, but it was lost from my thoughts almost instantly, as we continued our aggressive caresses, my mouth full of Shaeula.

“It is… it is… I am you, and you are-are me!” Shaeula shouted, as our essences reached each other’s lunar Chakra simultaneously. The heavy feeling of knowing each other magnified explosively, and energy gushed free in a great release, rapidly passing through the upper Chakras of the throat, third eye and crown.

Shaeula squealed, and I was lucky I had withdrawn my tongue else I could have suffered a nasty bite as she spasmed, her body shivering. I too felt a sudden shock, my whole body feeling as if it had been dipped in boiling water. Reflexively I pulled her even closer to me, as if I was trying to merge her within me. Our heartbeats were rapid, yet it was almost as if there was only a single heart beating, two as one.

“Oh Eri-Eri…” Shaeula managed to force the words out in-between rapid breaths. She looked so beautiful, almost ringed in a halo of glowing light, that I couldn’t help but continue to play with her, my hand sliding down her smooth belly, tickling her. “We must-must accelerate your training. You must-must try this-this. It is-is magnificent.” She was barely coherent, and let out another squeal as my hand slid down further, finding her pussy. My finger slid across the opening, stimulating her gently.

Wait, it isn’t just like she is surrounded by a halo… I can definitely see one…

In addition the silvery letters announcing a further Levelling of a Class and various Skill increases were also visible, but that wasn’t important right now. Seriously, why does sex always tend to strengthen me? Am I the protagonist of some erotic tale? I don’t think so! Seriously though… what is going on?

All around me there were numerous strange sights. They were so exotic that I stopped my roaming hands, causing Shaeula to moan in disappointment. I could see the burning halo of light within Shaeula, eight shining vortexes of brilliant white energy, though three of them were surrounded by orbiting rings of bright colour, yellow, green and both yellow and green respectively. I could also see fine branches of light all though her body, like twisting veins and arteries, only transporting glittering droplets of molten light rather than blood. There were other wonderous sights too, such as swirling clouds of various shades of green that swept around her back, and also the spirit-lights of her Kamaitachi that remained slain, in clear and vivid detail.

“You see-see it, I can tell.” Shaeula let out another hot breath, squirming against me, her yukata sliding from her shoulders, exposing her sweat-slicked upper body. Her flesh was hot against mine, and it was arousing me all over again. Still, I could be patient. Barely. “I can tell-tell everything about you-you! This is the world I see-see with my eyes-eyes.”

Her Mystic Eyes? How? Looking around I could see that the sky was full of hidden colours. There was much red, drifting motes the colour of the earth essences that were exhaled behind the shrine, as well as flecks of green, and also some deep blue sparks, and faint spots of orange. As my gaze roamed around I saw Eri sitting by the wall, her legs crossed, looking flushed and uncomfortable. As she met my eyes she blushed a deeper pink and looked away.

“Sorry, I guess we got too heated…” I apologised, but couldn’t help staring at Eri, fascinated by this new way of looking at the world. She too was containing capillaries of light, though the amount was meagre, and the threads seemed to move, like they were floating in water or swaying in the breeze. She also had eight whirlpools of faint white light, though they stuttered and hiccupped drunkenly, barely stable.

Wait, what’s that…? As the motes of green light passed by, they were drawn into our bodies, circulating until they reached the heart or lunar Chakras. But Eri… when the deep blue sparks passed her, they were pulled into her body, eventually accumulating at her throat, before finally disintegrating and being exhumed as a faint blue smog, leaving her. Worried, I turned to Shaeula.

“I know Eri has a weak network, but what’s going on there? Should we be concerned?”

At my words Eri stopped squirming, looking at us with mixed interest and worry.

“I do not-not feel it is a great problem. It merely seems Eri has an aptitude for the darkness element. That-that Rhyming Tree is constantly spreading darkness over-over our Territory, and we have-have no way to expend it, so the density gradually increases. Eri is merely drawing it in-in unconsciously.” Shaeula smiled then, in mocking good humour. “It is oft said those who-who tend to Darkness are quite-quite wicked, with deep greed and jealousy. I guess such-such tales are clearly wrong-wrong, for you are so very kind to share-share… ugh…”

Seeing Shaeula being so playful made me want to bully her, so I groped her exposed chest again, flicking her sensitive and hard nipples. After some more wrestling with her, Shaeula continued. “Enough, I am trying-trying to talk-talk!” Pouting, Shaeula looked at us both seriously. “I have noticed this before-before, but it was not-not a matter to worry about-about. Darkness is rare-rare indeed, and she would not-not encounter it in her daily life. I had forgotten that-that we have a Rhyming Tree-Tree here. Still, even with your fragile network, Eri, it should do-do you little harm. At worst, it would-would unbalance your emotions towards the more-more expressive and primal-primal…”

“I see. I had wondered why I was feeling so strange at times… I thought it was just the stress of everything that happened.” Eri mused. Then her eyes strayed to us, my free hand having descended to Shaeula’s lower body, again playing with her pussy, causing her to moan softly. “Err, I’m feeling a bit… err, are you done with your spiritual love? I think I should leave you to it…” She stood, careful to keep her legs tightly together, walking awkwardly.

“Yes-yes, it was magical indeed, but our spirits are bound as one-one, now and forever, are they not-not, my Akio, my husband? I can feel-feel a new bond between our lunar Chakras, one that-that will be eternal.”

I could feel it. It was yet another tie between us, though this one seemed to transmit fleeting thoughts and emotions. It was not mind-reading, not even close, they weren’t words or phrases, but even so, it was intimate and mystical. “Yeah, we are definitely deeply connected. I don’t think Shaeraggo will be happy when he finds out though…”

“Who cares about my stupid-stupid brother? Forget him-him, who was it that said we need no-no talk of other males?” Shaeula scoffed, snaking her arm around my neck and pulling me down for a kiss. “In fact… mmm…” she muttered as I greedily sucked on her lips. “… I think we should try-try the mortal way next. After all-all, I shall be the bride of one….”

“I’ll… just see myself out. I’ll be back later.” Eri muttered, hobbling out of the room awkwardly, but we barely saw her go as a surging hot passion consumed us.

“I have-have been waiting some time for this.” Shaeula said, pulling down the ragged remains of my trousers. When she saw what popped out, erect and pulsing, she looked at it with interest, licking her lips with her small tongue lasciviously. “As-as have you, it seems.”

Her small hand reached out and gently started caressing my glans, sending jolts of pleasure through me. Unable to help myself I pulled off her yukata completely, then slid down her small white panties, which were already turning see-through with her nectars. Shaeula flushed with arousal, but did not stop touching me, in fact she brought her head closer to my penis, until she was within touching distance. Gingerly she reached out with her tongue and licked me, and it was like an electric shock. I moaned in pleasure, and Shaeula giggled, her tongue still moving, licking my glans and down the shaft, while her hands moved down to my balls, caressing them tenderly.

Not to be outdone, I returned to stroking and playing with her pussy, though this time I slid my hand through the thin amber thicket of her pubic hair, up to her clitoris. Gently massaging it, the wet ruby appeared, and Shaeula stopped her licking, arching back in pleasure. “Just what-what is that feeling?” she gasped, but I showed her no mercy. This’ll show you I can give pleasure as well. Just where did you learn such techniques?

A bit meanly, I asked her that question, and she looked at me, face flushed, breath coming fast. “Learned? I do not-not understand. I just felt I wanted to do it, to taste-taste you… ahh, wait, not so… something is rising. The world… it is pure-pure white!” Shaeula’s back arched as she writhed around the blankets, discharging a spray of droplets across the sheets. With my shared vision they looked like miniature shooting stars, glittering as they jetted across the firmament.

I let Shaeula recover for a minute, until she was calm again. “That-that was amazing. As-as good as the Fae way. I can-can see why the Queen supposedly has her mortal lover… ugh, I feel-feel so weak. I fear I can not-not continue to toy with you. Still, we are not-not done yet, are we?”

“No, the main event is coming.” I confirmed. “Just lie back and enjoy it, though it can hurt a bit the first time, I don’t know if your mortal form is the same as us. I’d better check, I wouldn’t want to injure you.”

Shaeula nodded weakly, still panting, her bare skin flushed a salacious pink. I reached down to her slit and opened the folds gently, exposing it like a pink flower. She shivered a little, letting out soft moans as I inspected it. Yep, how… exactingly inappropriate…

“The attention to detail of your human form is shocking. You even have a hymen. So I’m afraid this might hurt a bit. You’re also really small. Much smaller than Eri, so…” The white film was visible within, protecting her mortal chastity.

“If Eri can do-do it, so can I. I fear no-no pain. Compared to-to fighting Ulfuric, it will be nothing-nothing at all-all.” Her doubled words were picking up in frequency as she grew more aroused. “Now come-come. Until I have felt-felt your…” she giggled. “… your large rod inside me-me, and you have-have released your-your seed, I shall not-not truly feel I am-am yours!” She spread her arms wide, welcoming me in, and once more I felt she was simply beautiful. I still couldn’t shake the tinge of guilt in my heart that I was somehow betraying Eri, but my head, and more importantly, my lust, was telling me this was best for everyone, the only route to all of us being happy. Even if I seem to be getting far more benefit than the girls… no, like they said, if I’m ten times the man anyone else is, they win, even sharing me. Mathematics, right? I held in a self-deprecating laugh. Whether that was true or not, I would need to rise to be a man worthy of them both.

Pressing my penis to her entrance, I could feel the moisture, warm against my flesh. The smell was sour, similar yet subtly different to Eri’s. No, I shouldn’t compare then. Eri is Eri, and Shaeula is Shaeula. As her body twitched at the contact, I gently started pushing into her, sliding her salmon-pink flesh walls open.

“Uhh, ahh… you-you are filling me up-up…” she moaned, writhing beneath me, fuelling my already raging arousal. I pushed in further, only to run up against the obstruction of her hymen. I reached down and grasped Shaeula’s sweaty hand, before leaning in to kiss her tenderly, our tongues melding together gently, without the ferocity of our prior exchanges. Through our shared connection, our merged lunar Chakras, we could feel each other’s pleasure, our joys. Our… our love. It was long past the point where we could deny we loved each other. I remembered the day we met, when I had almost killed her, and she had yielded. Then shortly afterwards, despite having sworn Oaths that she could have cheated her way out of, she saved my life, stabilising my ruined Chakra network. We had been through a lot, and while I wasn’t one to discard the notion of platonic friendships between men and women… we had been too deeply entwined for us to stay merely friends or colleagues. Pulling my lips away from hers I muttered words she had been wanting to hear for so long. “Never doubt it Shaeula. I do love you. So now, let’s become one.”

She smiled, her vagina tightening around me, clamping hard as the pleasure of my words shook her. I took that moment to push forwards, my cock forcing through the barrier after a little resistance. Shaeula moaned a little, only to gasp, panting hard as I forced myself all the way in, our bodies knocking together. Wow, all in. Shit, that’s lewd. I know I did this with Eri, but it still surprises me it all fits inside…

“I feel-feel you, both in my spirit and in-in my body. Such joy-joy.” Shaeula gushed, and we kissed again. She was crying, and I wiped away her tears. She blinked at me, amber eyes shining. “I am-am fine. I was just overcome with-with emotions. Now, do-do continue. I wish to be the same-same as Eri.”

I started moving, slowly at first, before picking up speed, feeling squeezed tight as I stirred up her insides. It wasn’t as though I knew what I was doing, after all, I was a virgin until only a week ago, and had only had sex with Eri once, but… I can’t read her mind, but I can feel when she is happy, or in pleasure…

Using that knowledge I started varying my thrusts in terms of speed and angles, and it was like a fun game, seeing how I could make her gasp in pleasure. She was shaking like a leaf in the breeze, her expression loose, and I savaged her mouth with mine, biting gently on her lips and tongue, getting more aroused by her reactions. I could feel a hot weight too, the pressure on my groin rising, like molten lead.

“Ahn, ahn, ahn…” Shaeula was moaning seductively, and her body was trembling more intensely, similar to when my hand was caressing her clitoris.

“I’m… I’m ready to blow. Are…”

“Yes-yes.” She bit down on my lips, drawing blood. “I am rising to the moon-moon… oh-oh!”

“Me too! Shaeula, I love you!” I roared, as I thrust again and again. Shaeula convulsed once more, soaking the sheets below us, her moans shockingly loud. I’m glad this isn’t in the Material, here we only have Eri to hear us at least… were my final thoughts, as I let out a loud groan, my jet of semen blasting out into her, along with…

With my Mystic Eyes I could see two streams of power, the first coming from Shaeula, flowing from her lunar Chakra, down through her network and then out through the swirling vortex of her sacral Chakra, flowing into mine. This was joined moments later by a flow from me, following the opposite path through to her body. That energy spread throughout her, soaking into her network, absorbed into the flow.

“So warm-warm inside…” Shaeula sighed, letting out a long breath of release. “… and I can-can feel energy flooding within. I can see-see mine flow to you as well…” She pulled my head down to her chest, where I could hear her racing heart, as well as the faint sizzling of aether and mixed elemental energies.

I was exhausted, which was strange, as the physical exertion should have been nothing to me now, but the tiredness seeped into me, and for a while I lay there in Shaeula’s gentle embrace.

“I now believe I understand what happened with Eri.” Shaeula mused. “I do not-not know how, yet when you took-took my Kin Restoration and changed it, it became a Skill-Skill that not only connected the spirit, but the body-body as well. And so when your body and spirit joins with another, it releases your own-own energies, the essence of your body and spirit, in response.” She had an expression of wonder on her face as she gently stroked my hair. “And my Skill too-too, it has become the same. So as you release to me-me, I release to you. It is yet a further bond-bond between us.”

“It’s not dangerous, is it?” I managed, concerned, remembering that Eri had issues, but she shook her head, sweaty amber hair tickling my bare skin.

“No-no, it is not-not as long as one has a network that can contain the sudden flow of power. In fact-fact, I believe I now know why Eri was rendered so unstable.” Her expression changed, her one of spent lust replaced with inquisition. Raising her voice, she called out. “Eri, I know-know you are listening. Please come in. We must-must speak.”

The sliding door creaked open, and Eri peaked in, as flushed as we were, her onyx eyes darting about. She saw us lying naked and exhausted, and an expression of envy flickered across her features before she quashed it with force of will. Oh Eri. I’m sorry. You are trying hard.

“I hope-hope your heart could bear this.” Shaeula giggled. “I found it quite-quite the burden in Las Vegas, listening and unable to be a part-part of it.”

“My heart could, but I still hated it!” Eri somehow managed to turn even redder, now looking like her skin was scalded. “I don’t know why, but the more lewd things you started doing, I could feel… oh I don’t want to talk about this. Can we change the subject? Anyway… congratulations Shaeula, I guess I should say, though I don’t feel like it!”

My Mystic Eyes seemed to be fading, as I could barely observe the subtle workings of Eri’s Astral body, but I could see that her dwindling stocks of aether seemed to have increased, pooling around her sacral and lunar Chakras, mostly. That’s odd…

“I see, I see.” Shaeula grinned. “Yes, I felt-felt the same during your time, Eri. Did you satisfy…”

“No way!” Eri cut her off, curling in on herself, mortified. “That’s only for Akio to… ugh, damn it, why are you being so mean to me? Haven’t I sacrificed enough?”

“Sorry-sorry!” Shaeula laughed. “I just wished to confirm… Akio, can you move for-for a moment?”

I rolled off her, and she got to her feet, still naked, a dribble of blood and semen running down her thighs. Seeing where my eyes were drawn to Eri scowled, but Shaeula padded over to her, still smiling. “If you are jealous, then I believe it is only fair-fair to let you have a turn. Akio can manage, can you not-not?”

Before I could answer, Eri shook her head. “I thought you said it’d be dangerous to expose me to much more energy? I mean, I want to, of course I do, but…” She seemed unsure, but Shaeula patted her on the head, comforting her.

“Now-now I have seen how it works with my own-own eyes, I believe I can-can manage it. And here, in the Boundary, my ability to fortify your subtle body will be-be much greater. I believe it would be to your benefit. Perhaps we can-can resolve the issue entirely?”

“If we could sort it, I’d feel more assured.” I said, making up my mind. I sat up, patting the sheets beside me, though I soon realised they were rather stained with… various secretions. “I’ve been worried about your body, and … well, you are my fiancée. Of course I’d feel sad if I can’t hold you close, love you.” Damn, it’s still hard to be so bold about it, especially since I’m sitting here fresh from deflowering Shaeula. But it’s how I really feel. I do want to love Eri, bring her joy…

“So, um, of course I want to make love to you again, Akio, after all…” her voice dwindled. “… I can’t fall behind.” She gathered her courage. “But… does that mean you’ll be watching, Shaeula? That’s… really embarrassing.”

“Hardly. We are females of the same male. There are no-no secrets between us.” She grinned wolfishly. “The first time is a sacred thing so-so should be done in private, but now-now… what have we to hide? Yes, I shall need-need to watch, to perform Chirurgery on you to integrate the energy Akio will pass you from his heart and spirit. I believe it will work, and if not-not, I can vent the energy from you, so there is little-little risk.”

Shaeula seems really pumped up. I think it’s worth it, there’s no better time… Besides, seeing the red-faced and clearly aroused Eri was stoking my own flames of passion again. If I am going to be a bastard shitty harem protagonist, I’m going to make sure I love my girls as much as I can. No stringing them along or making them feel unwanted…

“I want it too then. Come on Eri, you decided this was what you wanted, remember? Shaeula gave you her reward and you asked for this. It’s too late to worry about it now.”

“I’m not worried!” she protested, creeping closer, and my nose could pick out her aroused smell too. As if she could sense this, she looked away, pouting. “I just didn’t think it would be so embarrassing.”

“Come now-now, no need to be shy.” Shaeula pushed Eri gently, and she stumbled towards me. I caught her in my arms and pulled her down to me, resting her in my naked lap. Our lips met, and her tongue sought mine, aggressive in her embarrassment. That stimulated my own lust, and my cock rose, ready for action once more, tangling in her clothes, my precum soiling the fabric.

“Ugh…” Eri breathed as our lips parted. She looked down, seeing my erect dick, and flinched a little, though her dark eyes were starting at it fixedly. She reached down a gentle hand and started stroking it, sending more shivers through me. Her touch was different to Shaeula’s, stimulating different places, giving a different feeling of pleasure. Still, it was magical. Unable to contain myself I started stripping her, and soon she was down to just her bra and panties. Unhooking the bra, I started sucking on her breasts, and Eri gave out whimpers of pleasure, her hand moving faster and faster on my penis.

Oh shit, that’s good… no, wait, time out…!

“Eri, hang on, you should… too late, oh, cumming, I’m cumming!” I cried, Eri’s stroking hand enough to make me erupt. Pearly fluid splattered all over her thighs and underwear, mixing with her own liquids that were soaking through her panties. Eri looked down in shock, while Shaeula burst out laughing.

“I believe you pleased him greatly Eri. That seems-seems such a waste though.” Shaeula dropped a hand to Eri’s thigh and scooped up some of my semen. She brought it to her nose and sniffed it gingerly, before dabbing at it with her pink tongue.

“Shaeula, what are you doing?” Eri asked, but Shaeula merely continued to lap at it, her expression a mix of curiosity and wonder.

“It-it is harmless enough is it not-not? I was just curious. You should try-try some. It is our Akio’s precious love, after all.”

Okay, Shaeula is extremely aggressive sexually it seems. Whether that’s because she’s a Fae or not, I don’t know…

Eri steeled herself, and as Shaeula held out her hand she stuck out her tongue, scooping up some of the liquid. Swallowing it, she pulled a face. “it’s bitter…”

“Sorry about that.” I apologised, but both of the girls laughed at me.

“I think it’s fine. I’ll get used to it, I guess.” Eri said. “Still, I’m glad this is that weird Boundary place. I don’t know what I’d do if I had to return to my hotel with my panties covered in your… ugh… your cum.” She was adorable as she said dirty words, the gap with her normal image truly moé.

“Yeah, my bad. Well then, we’ll just have to take them off.” I pulled down her underwear suddenly, exposing her drenched pussy. I bent down and started slurping at it, tasting her sour nectars. Unlike last time though, this time I also exposed her clitoris, remembering how it had driven Shaeula to ecstasy. Using her own love juices to lubricate it, I started working it with my finger, and Eri responded, her body spasming.

“I’m so… so embarrassed! Akio’s… Akio’s eating me up, and Shaeula issssssss watchinggggggggggggg!” Her words turned incomprehensible as I brought her to an orgasm. She convulsed, back arching, her arms still holding my head to her groin. “I’m… leaking…” she whimpered, and suddenly a stream of hot urine sprayed into my face, surprising me. Yeah, this tastes… funny…

Closing my mouth after gulping down the first surprise I endured as Eri’s bladder emptied. Again, super weird that she can do that with an Astral body. I really need to unravel the mysteries of this place… but, that’s for later. Right now…

Eri was face down, hiding in the sodden sheets. “Don’t look at me!” she commanded. “I’m a grown woman, and I wet myself! I don’t think I can live with the shame.”

“Uhh, well I’m no expert, after all, you and Shaeula are the only girls I’ve been with, but I’ve certainly heard other guys talking, and they say that girls can do that when they experience too much pleasure. So… it’s kinda like a compliment, I’m not upset or disgusted.” Beside me Shaeula giggled, and was pointing at Eri’s lower body. I understood what she meant.

“So anyway. Eri. I love you. So come on, show me your smile, and let’s have sex!”

Eri turned over, face still teary. Still, her onyx eyes were shining with joy and relief. Reaching up, we entwined our fingers, then started kissing. Gently I moved my cock to her entrance. It wasn’t exactly rock-hard, but I guessed it would still do, yet before I could move Shaeula had grabbed my dick, stroking it once more. I quickly felt blood rushing down below, and soon I was fully ready to go again.

“I shall be watching.” Shaeula smirked, backing off. Eri and I exchanged glances, and then I started sliding into her. She moaned, but this time there was little discomfort, her hymen already gone.

“I’m all right.” Eri moaned. “Just… just go. I want you to feel good!”

“How could I not, together with you?” I queried, sucking on her tongue, licking her lips and teeth, smearing my saliva into her mouth which she greedily swallowed. I began to piston, my dick sliding in and out of her soaked pussy, precum mixing in, lubricating her insides. Wet, obscene sounds echoed, followed by Eri’s moans.

“It’s not a dream…” she muttered between kisses. “If it was just once I could have imagined it, but no, I’m here, one with you again!”

“Yeah, if it is a dream, it’s one that will go on forever!” I panted, the now-familiar feeling of nearing climax rising once more. I changed angle, thrusting deep into Eri, rubbing against her more sensitive spots, and she too was nearing her orgasm.

“I want… I want it inside me, like before!” Eri shouted, the emotions and pleasure of the moment catching up with her. “I want it!”

I want it too… With a last burst of activity I ground against her insides, repeatedly thrusting, and Eri exploded with pleasure, drool leaking from her mouth, which I licked at greedily. I could feel it… not just my semen, but all the energy within me was rushing down to pool around my sacral Chakra and sexual organs. I let out a yell, and my sperm, the volume somewhat diminished after my previous discharges, gushed into Eri’s body.

“Yes, I remember this feeling. Like hot water poured inside me…” Eri gasped, the afterglow of her orgasm joined by the sensation of my own ejaculation, as well as the sudden outrushing of energy from my Chakra network that poured into her. During the course of our sex, I had completely lost the ability to see using the Mystic Eyes, but Shaeula was ready.

“Yes-yes, it is happening as I expect. Fascinating, I have never-never heard of such a phenomenon before.” She placed her hand on Eri’s belly. “Have no-no fear, now I understand what I am dealing with, I can make adjustments properly.” Her amber eyes blazed as she started weaving aether into Eri, using her Chirurgery.

“I’m feeling weird.” Eri said as Shaeula worked. “It’s like when I do the exercises you taught me, but it’s so much more intense.”

I had pulled away from Eri, letting Shaeula work, so I just watched in silence as the two naked girls talked, Shaeula moving her hands to various places, face twisted into an expression of intense focus. “Indeed-indeed. Your Astral body is at the fore-fore here, and it is much-much closer to the power of aether, the spiritual. Still, I must-must work on your Material body as well-well. It is quite the challenge, yet having experienced the burst of energy first-hand, I can-can better manipulate it.”

The Chirurgery continued for a while, Shaeula being exhausted by the end of it, so now she was resting, her head in my naked lap. She’s still naked too. Damn, I’m starting to feel horny again… no, I’m going to have to hold it in, we’ve done enough.

Eri was flexing her body, again, also still unclothed, an expression of wonder and joy on her face. “I can feel it, the flow of energy, no, aether, isn’t it? And it’s so easy to draw it in!”

“Well it would-would be.” Shaeula answered, her voice cracking with exhaustion. Yeah, you fought two hard battles, made love to me in both the Fae and mortal ways, and then did really hard surgery on Eri. No wonder you are tired… I stroked her head gently as she talked, and she squirmed into a more comfortable position.

“Using the aether that-that Akio instinctively poured into you, and my not-not inconsiderable talents…” She couldn’t resist boasting, but it was warranted. “I have-have managed to stabilise your Chakra network. It is weak-weak indeed, but fully functional, with one exception…” she pouted, annoyed. “Your lunar Chakra would not-not become solid, despite my efforts. Still-still, I believe that just like Akio’s did, if you continue to train, it will settle.”

“I won’t let up.” Eri promised. “How could I, after seeing this world? If I am going to be the first wife, I need to be at least as strong as you, right Shaeula?”

“You can-can dream, Eri.” Shaeula scoffed, but her humour was gentle. “You will have a long-long road ahead if you wish that.”

“But we’ll walk it, the three of us together, won't we?” Eri said solemnly, and we both nodded. Then she giggled. “Aiko is going to be so jealous, I’m even further ahead of her now!”

“Well, that-that is easily rectified, is it not-not?” Shaeula smirked. “I believe that Akio would pour power into her-her if they were to…”

“Shaeula, no! Bad, bad! No more girls other than us, especially not Aiko! You know that’s so wrong!” Eri protested, and Shaeula burst out in wicked laughter. As they continued to squabble, I looked down at Shaeula in my arms, then over at Eri. What a day this has been. Battles, near-death experiences, Shaeula. Eri. I don’t know whether this is right, but I know that here, in this moment… seeing them fight playfully… it feels right. Once more I confirmed my resolve. We would need strength, so much so that neither anyone on Earth, nor any future threat, would be able to hurt us…


Extra One – Mori Eri And Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan – Chapter Contains R18/Adult Content


As we returned to the Material, Shaeula let out a little groan, hand going down to her groin. Pulling up the front of her yukata and pulling down her panties in front of me she winced, seeing the trickle of blood that stained her. Eri flushed and quickly tried to pull down the hem of her clothing. “You can’t be so immodest!” she protested, but Shaeula merely gave her a quizzical look, head tilted coquettishly.

“Why? There is none here but-but us, and we have shared everything, no?”

Eri paused, unable to argue the point.

“Would you take-take a look, Akio?” Shaeula asked, and she went over to the large double-bed in my room. Sitting down she spread her legs. I gently opened the lips of her vagina, and a little more blood trickled out. Ugh… that doesn’t look too great…

“It looks like not all of the damage to your hymen was transferred to your Material body. It’s ripped a bit, but still there. I bet it stings…”

“It does-does.” Shaeula nodded. Then she smirked, reaching for me. “So I suggest you fix-fix the issue by loving me the mortal way again.”

“Ugh, you are so greedy.” Eri protested, crossing her arms under her chest, pouting. She wasn’t wearing her cardigan, just the pleated skirt and white t-shirt, so this amplified her assets, her bra-line visible under the taut fabric.

“As are you, I can tell.” Shaeula laughed, holding me close. “Why not-not have a turn yourself? After all-all, perhaps it can strengthen the Lovers’ Link Skill?”

Before we had returned to the Material, after we had dressed ourselves and returned to our leaders, advising them we would be taking a brief break in the Material while Ulfuric was assessing our plans for the upcoming battle, Shaeula radiant and confident after our lovemaking, me and Eri embarrassed and worried if they would notice our sexual deeds, Shaeula had bade me check her and Eri for the Lovers’ Link Skill. I had quickly established that Eri’s had increased, raising her maximum Level, and Shaeula had also gained the Skill, with the same effect.

Before Eri could answer, Shaeula pulled down my pants, exposing my dick, which was erect and twitching, the sight of Shaeula’s bare pussy exciting me, despite my earlier indulgences. Damn, I’m a horny wretch. As soon as I accepted Shaeula, I’ve done nothing but bang her… makes me feel a little shitty…

“I would like to be stronger, and yes I always want to be with Akio, but… wait, what are you doing?” Eri squealed, matched by my moan of pleasure as Shaeula stuffed my penis in her small mouth, licking and sucking on it like it was an ice cream.

“I … mmm…. just… felt like… mmm… it-it.” Shaeula muttered in-between slurps. “… you … mmm… can… too.” She slid her mouth back and started licking the shaft of my cock and my balls greedily, while patting the other side of the bed, opening up a space.

Eri looked torn for a moment, before slowly taking off her t-shirt, revealing her cute white lacy bra. Her skin was flushed and sweaty, but her dark eyes were clear as she looked at me. She unhooked her bra, sliding it off and tossing it aside, her cute breasts springing free, her pink nipples hard. Dropping her skirt to the floor, revealing matching white panties, she smiled. “I’m not going to get your cum all over my clothes again, Akio. I’ve learned my lesson, there’s no way I’m seeing our parents stinking of semen! Aiko would laugh herself to death too!” With that she pulled off her panties, revealing her slit, which was seeping a clear fluid, her arousal plain.

“Most clever.” Shaeula agreed, and her yukata and underwear vanished. “That would not-not be amusing.”

Eri slid onto the bed next to us, and she too started licking at my penis, the texture of her tongue subtly different to Shaeula’s. Slipping my glans into her mouth she sucked on it, pulling a face at the taste. “It’s salty and bitter…”

“I think-think I am growing attached to the taste.” Shaeula grinned, before her tongue darted in again, and then she started sucking hard on my balls.

As the two girls fellated me clumsily yet with great fervour, I felt my arousal soar. There were giggles as their heads bumped together as they both tried to lick my tip at the same time, before they readjusted, and two tongues were licking next to each other, damp sounds ringing out.

Unable to resist any further, I reached out, groping both of them, hands gripping their breasts and ass, marvelling at the different feel of them both. Their moans joined mine, and their tongues sped up. A hot lump was rising, and I gasped out that I was going to come.

“Give-give it to us!” Shaeula gasped, and Eri nodded, their mouths were pushed together, sucking my glans, and I erupted, cumming violently, spraying all over their faces and in their mouths. One surge, two, three… shit, it’s still flowing.

Shaeula rocked back, white liquid staining her lips and tongue, so Eri swallowed my whole penis as it disgorged its last surge, gagging a little as she struggled to breathe. Still, even as I went limp, I still managed to fill her mouth.

“Mph… umm… ugh.” Eri blinked repeatedly as she struggled to swallow my sperm. But when she was done she smiled. “Yeah, the taste… I’m not exactly a fan. But for you, I’ll learn to love it. All guys adore it when a girl gives them a blowjob, right?”

I was the one to blink now, and Shaeula was cackling, having swallowed her own dose of my semen. “So, err, where did you hear that?” I asked, surprised at her knowledge, which seemed wildly out of her area of expertise, since she pretty much never spoke to other boys back in Nishimorioka.

Eri giggled again, pleased by my reaction. “Jealous? Don’t be. I only know your touch, and I know you know that.” She snuggled in on one side of me, our sweaty, bare skin touching, while Shaeula took my other flank. “There’s a couple of boys in class that are always talking about perverted stuff. Us girls don’t want to hear it, but sometimes we can’t help it. I heard them mention it a few times… they aren’t wrong though, are they?” She peered up at me, expression impish. “You did like it. You looked so adorable when you came.”

Damn, this side of Eri is so irresistible. I was a fool for disregarding her all those years… of course, those guys… “When you go back to school, you can tell those two jackasses when I’m back in town for your birthday I’m going to teach them a lesson.”

“Sure thing. I’ll do that.” Eri smirked, and beside us Shaeula cackled.

“My, Akio, so fierce. None-none who upset your beloved females shall escape unharmed!” She turned to Eri. “You should go first. I can wait-wait a while.”

“But didn’t you want to…” Her gaze went down to Shaeula’s swollen vagina, which still looked uncomfortable.

“It is barely a problem. I can-can bear it. Watching you and Akio shall bring me happiness enough.”

“Well, I don’t mind, as it should be safe to have sex with you now. But I don’t have any condoms…” I pointed out.

“It’s all right.” Eri said quietly. “I’m on contraceptives. I know it’s premature, since I didn’t know we’d be able to make it safe for us, but I wanted to be ready if I got a chance…” She was so embarrassed her entire body was bright red, her skin hot against mine. It was so sweet I couldn’t help but kiss her, our tongues entwining. Shaeula rolled aside as Eri and I fell to the bed, my penis recovering, towering and strong. Damn, my increased stats really increase my libido and recovery time as well… though since I have two girls I love, I wouldn’t manage without that…

Quickly I thrust inside Eri. She was tight and warm, resisting a little, but just like in the Boundary, her hymen was gone, so I quickly reached her deepest parts, my penis knocking against her most sensitive areas. Eri gasped, and her arms snaked around me. “Somehow… this feels more embarrassing… knowing people might… hear us.” she gasped as I started moving, slowly at first, feeling her squeeze me tight every time her body convulsed. Her vagina was wet now, sour liquid dribbling free, lubricating us.

“It’s all right.” I hissed, as I used the experience of our sex in the Boundary to find the spots that stimulated her the most, causing her to cry in pleasure. “There’s no reason for anyone… from the main… shrine to come… to our house.”

We kissed, I sucked and groped her breasts, I slid a hand on her ass, feeling her taut buttocks, and all the time I was driving my cock deeply into her. Eri’s breath was coming faster, sweat pouring off her, and she started writhing, her ecstasy boiling up. A spurt of urine trickled from her, but unlike before she managed to largely hold the embarrassing eruption in.

“Uh… love you!” she cried. “I feel so close to you right now! Like there’s none but us in the world!”

As she fell exhausted, I was close myself, so tightening my grip on her breast, fondling her nipples, and stroking her ass, I continued to probe her. She was limp with pleasure, but she looked up at me with boundless love, her dark eyes filled with tears of happiness and pleasure. “… You can go inside me! I’m your wife!” Every thrust sent more of her love nectar scattering.

Damn, so beautiful. Oh God, here we go… With a final thrust I came hard, once more soaking her insides. I wasn’t done, so I slammed our hips together several more times, emptying myself out. My sacral Chakra was gushing aether, and Eri’s network drank it greedily, just as her womb wriggled, drinking my flooding cum.

“How rude-rude. I am here.” Shaeula interrupted us, though her words carried no criticism. Her amber eyes were watching us, satisfied. “Mortal love is very amazing. And your ability to share energy with your lover is even more-more so.”

Yeah, there’s a lot I don’t understand about my abilities, how they work, why they work, just what Exposition-san was aiming for… but right now, if I think of things other than my two beautiful wives-to-be, I’m doing them a disservice.

I kissed the limp and sweaty Eri on the forehead, before taking her lips, our tongues twisting together without urgency, languidly, sharing and revelling in each other. When I pulled away, Shaeula was waiting, legs spread out on the big bed, her pussy soaked, damp patches on the sheets already. “I am ready, Akio. Make this Material body yours-yours as well.”

Fuck, that’s hot… Her lascivious, imploring look and dripping body was incredibly arousing. Still, my penis was limp, having only just discharged for a second time. Seeing it, Shaeula rolled towards me, hands grabbing it. “Poor-poor Akio. You are tired, I see. Allow me to-to restore your vigour.”

She worked my penis between her hands and used her mouth and tongue too. Eri choked out a few embarrassed words on seeing Shaeula licking me. “No, oh God, I’m embarrassed. Don’t taste me…!”

That’s so silly, but just like her... I thought fondly, then groaned as Shaeula’s tongue found a sensitive spot under my glans and attacked it, small tongue darting to and fro.

“We are true sisters, bound-bound to Akio. I see no reason to be shy.” Shaeula consoled her, finishing licking my dick with one final greedy slurp, her hands sliding off my shaft. “There, all strong again, Akio. Take me once-once more!” She rolled back and spread her legs, her slit now gushing, twitching, waiting for my insertion eagerly.

“I’ll try not to make it hurt.” I promised, sliding into her slowly, carefully. Shaeula moaned lasciviously, only stopping to whimper a little as my penis reached her torn hymen. Steeling myself I pushed through, tearing it off fully now.

“Ugh, that was not-not so bad…” Shaeula reassured me, her hands seeking my back. We kissed, and I was surprised at the amount of saliva she was producing. Still, I drank it down as I sucked on her tongue. My own hands started touching her small breasts as I started thrusting, each one dragging a pleased moan from her. Her nipples were rock hard, and after playing with them I moved my head and started biting them, while my hands began squeezing her buttocks, marvelling at the squishy yet firm feeling.

“Yes-yes, I love this. Oh Eri, are we not-not the most fortunate of females? We shall live long-long, and have many years of such joy ahead of us-us!” Her words came in a hot stream, and as I penetrated her, my penis reaching all the way to her deepest core, I couldn’t resist biting her nipples more, aroused by her exaggerated reactions.

Hang on a minute. Her Material body is so like a human’s that she even had a hymen. Can she… get pregnant? That’d be weird, right? No, her body is pretty much in stasis like death when she’s in the Boundary, so that wouldn’t work. Oh fuck it, I’ll consider this later, right now…

Shaeula was looking at me as my thrusts slowed down as I was lost in thought for a few moments, so I kissed her to drive away my thoughts, this time pouring my saliva into her, which she swallowed, small throat gulping. I sped up as I ploughed her, our bodies making wet noises as she gushed sticky love juices, her smell blending with mine and Eri’s.

“I can-can feel it again!” Shaeula moaned. “Are you-you ready, Akio?”

“Nearly!” Yes, my dick was pulsing, almost ready to blow. “One last spurt!” I gouged out her tight insides, lubricating fluids scattering, and Shaeula began convulsing, soaking wet. Unlike with Eri, Shaeula’s orgasm sent energy scattering into me through her sacral Chakra, it blending into mine. That was likely something important, but reason was gone from me. As Shaeula howled in pleasure I too orgasmed, depositing a diminishing yet still hefty load of sperm into her small body, followed by my own aetheric energies inundating her network.

I then sagged down, exhausted by three consecutive ejaculations in short order. Not wanting to crush Shaeula under my weight I rolled to the side, only for Eri to slide her arm and leg under me, propping me up, her expression warm. With my other side on Shaeula, I was sandwiched by my girls once more.

“I’m still jealous, but it really doesn’t burn like I thought it would.” Eri mused, kissing me on the lips gently. “I think Shaeula was right. if we do this together, it makes us feel closer.”

We lay together, just basking in each other’s presence for a while, before I grinned. That gives me an idea. But first, we need to get cleaned up. Lying here with my girls is awesome, but…

“So, we’ve worked up a sweat, haven’t we?” At my comment the two girls agreed, giggling. “Well then, why not break in the new bath? It hasn’t been used yet, and it just so happens it’s a big one that can easily fit the three of us…”
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We splashed around in the big bathtub, washing each other off with hot water. The girls insisted on me cleaning them myself, while they washed me, bubbles foaming up as they rubbed me with sponges and their bare hands. As I ran my own sponge down Eri’s back, before washing the front, making her moan gently, I thought the situation was very arousing again.

Of course, I’m satisfied after our previous bouts of lovemaking. Not only had I consummated with both of them in the Boundary, on our return Shaeula had convinced us all to make love again, saying it might help improve our strength. Though I think she just wanted to do it… Still, I didn’t exactly take much convincing. Anyway, it was due to that I could handle the sensual situation here without getting too heated up.

“It was very wise of you to have this large bath installed, Akio.” Shaeula observed, her verbal tic back to normal frequency now that the excitement of my finally accepting her as a lover and our sex had calmed down. “Your old dwelling was clearly not-not sufficiently spacious for a princess such as me!” She had also entirely stopped referring to me as master now, calling me by name, which made sense, and also made me happy, making this crazy situation seem real.

“I like it too. It reminds me of our suite in Las Vegas.” Eri finished washing the soapy suds off me. “There we go, all clean. We should dry off.”

I nodded, and after finishing rinsing Eri and Shaeula, we all got out. Shaeula spread her arms wide, and for a moment I stared at her naked body, puzzled, before I got it. “Damn, you are acting spoiled now. I guess it’s cute…” Taking one of the towels nearby I dried her off. Once I was done she materialised her underwear and yukata, which was as always a very handy trick. I turned to Eri, expecting her to want me to do her too, but she was already mostly done.

Seeing me looking at her, she blushed a little. “I did want you to dry me, but I’m a grown woman, I can dry myself just fine.”

“Oh Eri.” I grinned, pulling her into my embrace and kissing her gently. I then made a point to watch as she dressed herself, and though she was embarrassed, she gave me quite the show, dressing clumsily yet somehow seductively. I pulled on my own clothes, and we went back to the living room, since the bedroom was still… fragrant.

Sitting on the comfortable sofa, the girls on either side of me, I took a look at the time. It was late afternoon, so Eri didn’t have to go meet her parents yet. “Hey, since… well, since we are celebrating, did you two want to go out for a meal? Somewhere really nice. After all, you need to make the most of being in Tokyo, right Eri?”

“I do.” she agreed sadly. “Don’t worry, I’m really happy, it’s just… I’ll be going back to Nishimorioka tomorrow, while Shaeula… you’ll be here with Akio, and you can do all sorts of things…”

“All sorts of things?” Shaeula laughed. “You mean sex, right-right?”

As Eri nodded shyly, Shaeula took her hand and patted it gently. “Worry not-not. We shall hardly have time for love as much as you are thinking. We have much to do, and great battles to fight. I will not-not say we will not-not join ourselves when time permits…” she grinned wolfishly. “… but cheer up. Is it not-not your birthday soon, Eri? We shall visit, surely, and since-since it is a celebration for you, Akio will spoil you rotten, I have no-no doubts.”

“I sure will.” I agreed, rubbing both of their heads, causing them to purr with pleasure. “So don’t worry Eri. Besides… in just half a year you’ll have finished school after completing your final exams, right? Then… then you can move in with us.”

“I know. I can bear it. But I wish the time would go faster…” Eri pouted.

Shaeula giggled a little, before changing the subject. “Anyway, Akio, we must get to the main subject. Tell us-us, have we grown stronger?

Eri agreed too. “I want to be of use. So tell us.”

“All right then…” I used Self-Examination on myself first, draining some of my aether, but now I was much stronger such a trickle was barely noticeable. I’ve come a long way in a short time, considering to start with, using it in the Material would really tax my reserves… “So… I’ll read out my own stats first…”

[Material Statistics]
Might                193 257
Fortitude          189 250
Intellect            212 270
Resilience         220 281
Alacrity             187 248
Precision           217 281
Aether               660 781
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                 13 15
Majesty                   9 11
Charm                   14 16
League                      5 7
Determination          5 7
Foresight                  2 5
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 3
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 3
Aether Manipulation Rank 4
Aether Combat Technique Rank 3
Ether Healing Rank 1 Rank 3
[Elemental Skills]
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 4
Wind Manipulation Rank 5
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 2 Rank 3
Flame Manipulation Rank 4 Rank 5
Lunar Chakra Of Wind And Flame Rank 1
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spear Technique Rank 3
Combat Technique Rank 1 Rank 2
Wind Spear Technique Rank 2
[Practical Skills]
Ether Crafting Rank 3
[Perceptive Skills]
Self-Examination Rank 5 Rank 6
Self-Examination, Territory Rank 5
Kin Examination Rank 5
[Unique Skills]
??? Mystic Eyes Of Perception Rank 0
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 2 Rank 3
Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze Rank 2 Rank 3
[Level] 25 34
[Classes]
Fae-Souled 17/30 20/30
Kami-Blessed 5/20
Conqueror 2/50
[Territory Rank] 2


“You have grown stronger again-again.” Shaeula approved. “The benefits of gaining these Levels is immense. I hope-hope I can finally grow past this Level five I have been stuck at for an eternity.” Seeing Eri’s guilty expression, Shaeula sighed. “That is over with. Any regrets you have-have should be banished. After all, you have accepted me. I ask for no-no greater gift.”

Before they could spiral around past mistakes again, I interrupted. “Yeah, though Shaeula gets more stats on a Level-up than I do. I think, from what I remember from before I met Shaeula, where I was only getting a few, and likewise when you only got a few Eri, the biggest factor seems to be the Level of the Silver Cord and the Chakra network. As they improve, the gains seem to grow.”

“I believe that makes sense.” Shaeula agreed. “The Chakra network is the foundation of the subtle bodies, and the Silver Cord is what mediates both-both transfer of aether between subtle bodies, and efficient absorption of ether, from what-what I understand of mortals. Strengthening the foundation makes for-for a stronger building, I believe.”

“Aww, then I have a long way to go to catch up.” Eri pouted, so I kissed her gently to relieve her disappointment. When our lips separated, I spoke.

“Don’t worry, you’ve only just taken your first steps. You’ll get there if you take it slow and steady. Anyway, I noticed one thing that was really interesting.”

“Yes-yes.” Shaeula agreed. “This League, yes?” She tilted her head adorably, thinking hard. “I believe I have heard my father mention such-such before, it is something to do with the spirit.”

“Well, time for my new Rank six Self-Examination to work for me. Let’s take a look…”

League- The calibre of one’s existence. League is a measure of the force of your existence, and perhaps can even be considered the ???????? of the spirit itself. League adds positive benefits to every action one undertakes, and if one’s League is higher than an opponent it will suppress ?????????. If this difference is significantly greater, then ?????????????????.


“Wow, okay League is rather powerful it seems.” I channelled Aiko involuntarily. “Still question marks, but… hmm, wait, there’s further information I can dig into it seems…”

League Classification (Imperfect):
0-2 Dull: You have little to no comprehension of the mysteries of true ???????????.
3-7 Spark: Your existence exceeds the mundane. You have a higher grasp of ???????????.
8-20 Candle: Your existence is a match for ?????????? and other spiritual beings. ???????? opens to you.
21-????? ??????????: ??????????? ??????????? ?????? ????? ???????????? ?????????.


“Well, isn’t that interesting?” I said, still annoyed that I couldn’t get all the info. “Still, looks like I’ve reached the top of ‘Spark’, whatever that really means.”

“Yes-yes. That is all very interesting.” Shaeula complained, looking downcast. Seeing her so annoyed, Eri asked her what was up, and Shaeula sighed. “Assuming that Akio measures me in the same-same way, when we first met… I was ‘Dull’! Me-me, a noble Fae of a proud royal bloodline! I feel rather pathetic. Surely my siblings are ’Candle’ or greater!”

“Aww, don’t feel bad. I’m sure you’ll get stronger soon. After all, you fought well.” Eri consoled her, and I found the sight soothing. I’m so glad we’ve worked everything out. I’ll try to put aside my own guilt over the situation too, it isn’t helping anyone.

Quickly checking over all my other previous abilities, I found that some of the question marks in the various Classes were now gone, replaced with ‘Increases League.’ It seemed that every Class increased League a little, with Conqueror offering the highest increases. That gives me something to think about. Coupled with my earlier worries… it’s still too early to draw conclusions. If only I could speak to Exposition-san again. Sadly, no point wishing for what I can’t have.

“The only other thing of note is that my unknown unique Skill seems to be your Mystic Eyes. But it’s at Rank zero. I haven’t seen anything unusual since we bonded in the Fae way… I guess now I know I can work on it though…”

There were a few other extra bits of information revealed and added at Rank 6 under various skills, but nothing that was important right now. Shaeula and Eri were looking at me eagerly, like puppies, so I decided to check them before they started begging.

“All right then. Shaeula first…”

[Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan] [Noble Fae] [Wind And Flame Aspect]
[Material Statistics]
Might                 112 117 (+5)
Fortitude           110 115 (+5)
Intellect             150 151 (+5)
Resilience          108 111 (+5)
Alacrity              162 163 (+5)
Precision            126 132 (+5)
Aether               960 1093 (+5)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                   14 16 (+0)
Majesty                       7 8 (+0)
Charm                     13 17 (+0)
???                              8 10 (+0)
Determination            5 6 (+0)
Foresight                       3 (+0)
???                                 1 (+0)
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 3
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 6
Aether Manipulation Rank 4
Aether Combat Technique Rank 3
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 1 Rank 3
[Elemental Skills]
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 6
Wind Manipulation Rank 5
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 1 Rank 2
Flame Manipulation Rank 2 Rank 3
Lunar Chakra Of Wind And Flame Rank 1
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spatial Perception Rank 2
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eyes Of Perception Rank 4 Rank 5
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 4 Rank 5
Blessing Of Fortunate Winds Rank 3 Rank 4
Blessing Of Befuddling Winds Rank 2
Foehn, Wind-Eating Breath Rank 2 Rank 3
Lovers’ Link Rank 4
[Level] 5/5 5/19
[Classes]
Great Wind And Flame Fae 8/20 12/20
Pledged One 2/10 8/10
[Mastered Classes]
Wind Fae 10/10


“It seems that since my Kin Examination isn’t at Rank six as well it can’t distinguish your League, but it must be it…” I mused. Since I know that’s her League, I wonder if I concentrate hard enough on trying to understand it, whether I’ll break through quickly? Worth a try later, definitely.

“Indeed.” Shaeula seemed satisfied. “I still believe I should be stronger, but this ‘Candle’… I did not-not feel much weaker in terms of existence than Ulfuric. His spirit was powerful yes, but I did not-not feel it was insurmountable.”

Yeah, though against Shaeraggo I definitely felt outmatched, that he was lording it over me, his blows obscenely powerful, his body resilient beyond what I expected. If it wasn’t for Foehn I’d have stood no chance. I don’t know whether he just outmatched me in terms of raw Statistics, or whether his ‘existence’ was just so above mine… speaking of Statistics, Shaeula’s had risen a little, and her Aether had gone up by a decent chunk, but she had stagnated a bit in terms of growth. Although…

“I can now Level again.” Shaeula was ecstatic. “With fourteen more Levels, I shall once-once more catch you up, Akio!”

Yeah, her Skills and Classes have gone up quite a bit. I’m starting to feel I’ve not been working hard enough, as I haven’t gained nearly as many Skill-ups as her… “I’m looking forward to it. You’ve grown far more powerful. Your Classes and Skills have seen quite the overhaul. I wonder what this Spatial Perception is…” I quickly checked it.

Spatial Perception Rank 2. This Skill allows you to understand, perceive and calculate positions and trajectories in space instinctively, allowing you to perform attacks from difficult angles and also dodge more easily. Your overall calculation abilities improve, and ?????????? ?????? ??????? as the Skill grows.


“From seeing how Shaeula was fighting with those wires, I think she learnt it that way?” Eri observed, and I agreed.

“I am finding the pinwheels easier and easier to use. That-that reminds me, Akio. One was broken during the Trials. You must-must repair it before our attack. I hate-hate that a gift you gave me was damaged.” Shaeula pouted prettily, and I resisted the urge to hug her. Weapons are hardly a gift, though…

“Yeah, I may have to do without my batteries, but we should be able to scrape together enough bluesteel to fix it up.” I promised her, making her smile radiantly.

“I want a present too. Otherwise it isn’t fair.” Eri puffed out her cheeks.

“I’ll see what I can put together. But a weapon isn’t really a gift, you know?” I spoke aloud my earlier thoughts, amused they both thought the same way.

“It is to me.” Eri disagreed. “Especially now, when I’ll be standing by your side.”

“You win.” I had to laugh. Back on the subject of Shaeula, I was amazed her Pledged One Class had leapt so much, and Shaeula thrust out her modest chest proudly.

“Of course it would have. I am surprised it is not-not mastered yet. After all, have we not-not shared everything already?”

When she puts it like that, how can I argue? “Since Pledged One helps us grow Skills we both share, and we have a lot of overlap, when we’ve dealt with this enemy to the north, I think we should focus on trying to take advantage of that to strengthen ourselves. Sound good?”

Shaeula agreed, but looking at Eri, who was about ready to burst, she snickered. “Indeed, but we can discuss this later, for Eri grows very impatient to see her own-own growth.”

Eri flushed, embarrassed, but nodded. “I’m curious. How could I not be?”

“I get it, seeing numbers go up was pretty much all that overcame my fear of injury when I first started. It’s addicting, just like a computer game but better. Anyway, one second, here we go…”

Eri twitched as the feeling of being inspected washed through her. Shaeula had barely reacted, more used to it, but to Eri it was as though I was looking deep inside her. Which I guess I am. Anyway…

[Mori Eri] [Bonded Kin]
[Material Statistics]
Might                  36 58
Fortitude            35 57
Intellect              79 100
Resilience           44 68
Alacrity               66 88
Precision             66 90
Aether             107 211
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune
Majesty
Charm                   4
???                         1
Determination       2
Foresight
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
White Cord Silver Cord Rank 1
Crude Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 1
Unstable Lunar Chakra Rank 1
[Unique Skills]
Lovers’ Link Rank 1 Rank 3
[Level] 3/3 3/10


Yeah, stabilising her Chakra network and getting her Cord to Silver has given her a huge boost. “You know, I think if any of the boys at school give you any trouble, you’d have a fair shot at beating them up, now. You’ll be a match for Aiko in sports too, probably…” I trailed off as Eri had a face like thunder, her dark eyes flashing angrily. “… err, what’s wrong?”

“I had noticed I was thinking more clearly, and I felt less tired than I usually do. But… I’m so pissed off!” she snarled. “Why is my Lovers’ Link Skill lower than Shaeula’s? That’s a load of shit, she doesn’t love you more than me! Your stupid Skill must be wrong! Check again!” She had actually grabbed me by my t-shirt, pulling me closer.

Before I could speak. Shaeula placed a small hand on her shoulder. “Calm down Eri. The Skill makes no judgement on your love, nor do-do I or Akio. I believe it is simply that I have an extra connection with him.”

“What connection?” she snapped reflexively, before realisation struck, and she let me go, looking contrite. “Sorry Akio, I got a bit carried away there. I’m so ashamed. Can you forgive me?”

“There’s nothing to forgive. You were cute. And how could anyone not feel loved when you were so fervent?” I pulled them both into a hug, feeling like a harem king for a moment. “It’s the Fae way of bonding, I guess?”

“I suspect so.” Shaeula acknowledged, burrowing into my embrace. “So you can-can do it too, once you have trained, Eri. At least I believe it should-should be possible with a lunar Chakra.”

“I’ll train every moment until I can do it!” Eri swore, pumping her fist. She too snuggled closer. “Still, I can’t believe I’ve also grown so strong. Aiko will definitely be amazed, and super jealous. Still, I can get seven more Levels, right?”

“Yeah, looks that way. And that isn’t all.” I asked Shaeula a question. “You said Eri seems to have aptitude with darkness elemental energy?”

“I believe so, the way it was being naturally drawn-drawn to her.” She teased Eri then. “You should be less gloomy, you would not-not wish for people to call you a dark woman.”

“People used to call me gloomy and shy all the time, I’m used to it.” Eri hit back jovially. “But the past is behind us. Now I feel sunny just lying in Akio’s arms.” She looked up and kissed me, this time quite fiercely.

“I see. I am quite-quite defeated.” Shaeula shrugged. “But yes. Eri, when you are next here, and our Territory is safe, you can-can meditate under our Dark Rhyming Tree and perhaps learn darkness. It would strengthen you greatly.”

“Yeah, it’s a shame we don’t have the time or the security right now. While we do have extra forces, with those ghosts about, and the Tree being outside the salt wards, no way. We can’t chance it. You can Level up next time you are here too.”

At my words Eri looked down, deep in thought. After a moment she asked Shaeula a question. “So, now my network is stable, if I gather enough aether through your exercises I can enter the Boundary, can't I?”

“I see no reason why you could not-not. I would need to teach you a little more, but it should work.”

“Great. in that case, teach me, okay?” She looked at us both, her onyx eyes resolute. “When I return to Nishimorioka, I can enter the Boundary and Level up there, right? I’m a little afraid to kill things, but if they are hideous insects and stuff like Las Vegas… for you, for me, for us… I can do it.”

No way! On her own, with few Skills and poor stats… that’s way too dangerous. Feeling my face harden I tried to speak as gently as I could, but it was difficult, the thought of Eri getting hurt or worse terrifying. “I think that’d be foolish. There’s no need to take a risk, as when it’s your birthday I can help you Level in safety.”

“But I don’t want to wait!” Eri protested, head against my chest, clutching my hand tightly. “I want to get stronger as fast as I can. I love it that you worry about me, and I’m prepared to take precautions to be as safe as possible, but… I need to do this. Before… I would have been happy receiving your love, even if it was out of pity or obligation. I was shallow, pathetic. But now… now I need more. I want your true genuine love, and more… I need to feel I’m worth that love.”

“You are, I promise.” I hugged her head, wondering what expression she was making.

“Well, I’m competing with Shaeula now, aren’t I? Besides, we talked about this when you took me to your Territory earlier. I love you and want to listen to you, but sometimes you have to listen to me, let me decide. Love goes both ways.”

“She is correct again, as before.” Shaeula agreed. “You are very-very overprotective of us, Akio. It was why you fought my stupid brother so bravely, so recklessly. But we also wish-wish to be your strength, right Eri?”

Eri murmured her agreement.

Ugh, yeah, we just had this discussion only a few hours ago, but so much as happened it seems an age ago. “All right. But… you need to learn from Shaeula before you return, and you must maintain as many safety precautions as you can. Let me see… why not speak to the priest at Chairoakitara shrine, Marika-chan's grandfather? He can lend you a room, and if you enter from there, you can get the Kami there to help you grind. You are a child of the shrine, so he’ll not threaten you, and if you tell him you’re… you’re my fiancée, he’ll help, I'm certain of it.”

“I can do that.” Eri disentangled herself from my embrace, looking at me with a happy smile. “And if you gave me a gift of a weapon before I go home, that’d help, right?”

“Damn, you really want that present!” I could do that overnight and if Shaeula charged her up we could exchange it in the Boundary quickly. I would feel better if she was armed. “Seriously though, I think this is a mistake, but I’m here to support you. If you want to try, so long as you promise me you’ll stay safe I can allow it.”

“I will. After all, if I’m hurt, it’ll cause you pain, and I’ll never do that.” Eri promised. “Thanks for supporting me Shaeula, I do appreciate it, always.”

“I must of course back the first-first wife.” Shaeula chortled.

“One thing though.” I remembered something. “Just how will you know you gained any Levels? You don’t have a way to check.”

“Oh yeah. That is a problem.” Eri mused. “I’ll think of something though. I’m Intellect one hundred now, right? I must be smart!”

Yeah, I thought like that back at the beginning of all this. We really do think alike…

“Fine. It’s decided then. Anyway, why don’t you teach her what she needs to know, Shaeula? I’m going to see about finding somewhere we can have a nice dinner.”

The girls waved me off and I headed to my bedroom, ready to look up top restaurants in Tokyo. This is a celebration. Technically I got engaged again, after all…


One Hundred And Forty-Five


While Shaeula was in the other world teaching Eri the final techniques for converting her accumulated aether into the ability to enter the Boundary, I pushed down my misgivings over her eagerness to fight alone and considered where to book. I could ask Karen-chan to find me somewhere… no, that’s no good. It’s Saturday, and I promised her I wouldn’t make her work overtime unless it’s an emergency, and this isn’t…

Opening up the browser on my phone I searched for high-class restaurants in central Tokyo. There were a lot of choices, but it was a Saturday and it was rather short notice. Regardless, I wanted to take the girls somewhere nice. I made a call, and unfortunately all the tables were booked. This repeated twice more, my only reward some apologies from the polite staff on the other end of the phone.

Hmm, this sucks. I knew that Eri and Shaeula would be happy with anywhere, really, but what was the point of earning all that money if we couldn’t spend it to have fun? Idly scrolling down the list I started feeling a strange sensation. If I didn’t know better I’d say I was under the effect of Shaeula’s fortunate winds… The feeling is much less pronounced, but… I’m just feeling lucky.

My screen had stopped on a restaurant in Shinjuku, which was the sort of area they would find interesting. It was the Park Hyatt Hotel, their New York restaurant. It had a series of great reviews, and was apparently a top dining spot for those with deep pockets. This would be perfect, but it’s popular, so I doubt I’ll get a table… Still, it wasn’t like I had anything to lose, so I made a call.

Upon being greeted by the refined-sounding lady on the other end, I enquired if they had a table for tonight for three. There was a long pause, before she came back to me, sounding a little surprised. “I have just had a cancellation. It so happens we do have an available table for tonight.”

My luck strikes again! “Excellent. In that case can I book it under Oshiro? That’s great. We look forward to dining there, I’ve only heard good things.” I said my thanks and flattered her shamelessly, considering she had got us in, and with that I hung up, satisfied. Great, that’s sorted, but now there’s one other issue…

Shaeula and Eri returned while I was thinking, Eri with a triumphant smile on her face. She raced over and hugged me, burying her face in my chest. “I get it, I do!” she proclaimed. “Now it seems so easy in comparison to before! I can finally stand beside you!”

“She is indeed-indeed a fast learner.” Shaeula agreed. “But such teaching makes me hungry and thirsty. Have you succeeded in securing us a place-place to feast?”

“I did, but it’s quite the fancy place. I mean, you look gorgeous in that casual outfit Eri, and I love it, but did you bring any of the dresses you had for Las Vegas?”

“No, I didn’t think I’d need them.” she said, and Shaeula frowned, thinking.

“I would lend you one of my dresses Eri, but we are not-not the same size.” Then she brightened. “Well then, you know what this-this calls for. Shopping, does it not-not? I am jealous of your engagement ring Eri, surely Akio would not-not deny me one?”

I was going to buy you one actually, but… “I’m not that insensitive, it was on my to-do list. The only issue is you can’t wear it around my family. Or Eri’s, I guess. Well, Aiko doesn’t count though.”

“Yeah, that could lead to… awkward… questions.” Eri agreed. “Umm, is the place that fancy?”

“It’s not exactly the number one spot in Tokyo, but it’s definitely highly rated. Don’t worry, we are with a princess, so it’ll be fine, right?”

As we shared laughter over my joke, we decided to head into central Tokyo for some shopping. Eri and Shaeula quickly found suitable stores for dresses and jewellery online, so with that we headed out. I’ll change the sheets on my bed later. Hmm, maybe I need to hire a cleaner? I mooted that with the girls, and Eri pulled a face. “That’s mean, Akio. You want some poor girl to have to touch those sheets?”

It doesn’t have to be a girl you know… “I guess not. Oh well… that’s a problem for later.”

The late-afternoon sun was still warm and bright, and the view from the hillside was pretty. The scenery was spoiled a little by the constant noises of construction filtering over from the site of our training facility, since I had paid rush fees for overtime work at weekends, but even so, it was a far-cry from my crappy apartment.

Heading for the stairs down to the streets below, walking arm-in-arm with each other, we were interrupted by a cheerful voice calling out to us. “Big bro, Shaeula, good afternoon!”

It was Kana-chan, in her school uniform. She must have spotted us from the shrine. She was smiling prettily, though I noticed a dark expression flicker over her face as she looked at Eri, who was clinging to my arm, her own expression stiff.

“Oh, hey Kana-chan.” I said, noticing the atmosphere suddenly taking a turn for the worse. “Finished with your Saturday classes?”

“Yep, all done. I wish we didn’t have school on Saturday. I hear in other countries they get the whole weekend off. That’d be so nice, wouldn't it?” she asked Eri, who merely shrugged a little in response.

Ugh, this is uncomfortable. Time for a subject change. “So, Kana-chan, how is Marika-chan settling in? I hope there’s no problems. I feel bad her being so far from home, starting at a new school so late in the year…”

“Oh, her. She’s an adorable little thing, isn’t she? So polite and old fashioned.” Kana-chan tilted her head and giggled, using her hand to shield her mouth. It was quite the cute affectation, but when she did so Eri tightened her grip on my arm. If my stats weren’t so high I imagined it would be rather painful…

“She’s settling in just fine.” Kana-chan continued. “Keomi-chan is playing… err, helping her right now. After all, they both have the same mental age! They are going to go shopping for things they need. I’m a bit jealous though, big bro!” She leaned in, emphasising her bodyline, and her eyes were moist. “You should treat me as well! It’s no fun being poor. After all, didn’t I help introduce you and Shaeula to my parents, which led to our alliance?”

“Sure, if you go with them and look out for them you can treat yourself to a few things, I don’t mind.” It isn’t as though I’m short on cash, though I guess I’m going to need to go back to online gambling to top up…

“Thanks big bro, you’re the best! And you are looking especially handsome today for some reason. No wonder Shaeula and… what was your name again… are holding you tight.” Even I could hear a bit of a bite in the way she addressed Eri. Girls can sure be scary. My arm is starting to go numb from Eri clutching it.

“Me? Who am I?” Eri said frostily. “I’m Akio’s fiancée. My name is Mori Eri. I dare say you’ll be seeing a lot more of me. When I finish school I’ll be getting married and moving in.”

“Fiancée huh?” Kana-chan tilted her head adorably. “Well, you aren’t bad looking I guess. I remember you from the photos Shaeula sent me, I did wonder if there was something going on. You do like schoolgirls after all then, big bro. I’ll have to watch myself when I’m with you or you might sink your fangs into me too!” She smiled brightly. Returning her gaze to Eri, she continued. “Congratulations. Big bro here is quite the catch. So, can I call you Eri-chan?”

Not bad looking, she guesses? That’s harsh. Eri is gorgeous. Though Kana-chan is very pretty herself…

“No, I don’t think we are close enough for that, are we? Besides, I believe I’m older than you, right?” Eri denied her, and beside me Shaeula started laughing. Eri looked at her, a bit annoyed, and I tried to mediate.

“Cut Kana-chan some slack, Eri, she’s just a very friendly girl.” I tried to calm the situation.

“Is she now? I wonder…” Eri said quietly. Beside her Shaeula’s laughter became uncontrollable.

“Oh, this-this is quite the scene! There is never a dull moment with you, Kana! Do not-not be so defensive Eri, it is only natural for beautiful girls to flock to our Akio. Still, I believe if you get to know her you will-will find her charming.”

Kana-chan perked up at being called beautiful by Shaeula, moving one leg forward, exposing an expanse of her thigh to my eyes. Eri pinched my arm, pouting. “I’m not so sure. I don’t like fake girls. Even the fashionable idiot duo at school are less false.”

Ouch, that’s quite the insult. Shaeula was wincing, obviously thinking the same, and Kana-chan looked extremely pissed off before smoothing her face into cheery smiles again. It only took a moment, and maybe other people wouldn’t have spotted it, but fooling my eyes was hard. Yeah, she’s furious.

“Fake, huh? Well, Mori-senpai, that’s kind of a rude thing to say to someone you’ve only just met, someone so close to your fiancée. Speaking of… should you be letting your man be playing around with another girl like that? Shaeula has been clinging to him this whole time. If I was engaged to someone, I wouldn’t let other girls near them. Or are you just that confident?”

“Oh I fully intend to keep pests away.” Eri wasn’t backing down. “But Shaeula, she’s earned the right to be part of our lives. And to celebrate we are going on a shopping spree of our own. Akio is buying us new evening dresses. We are going to a very exclusive restaurant for dinner later.”

Kana-chan spoke brightly. “That sounds lovely. I’m so jealous. I’ll have to really treat myself when I’m shopping with the girls? You don’t mind, right big bro?”

Keeping my eyes away from her generous expanse of exposed leg beneath the skirt of her uniform, I fixed my eyes on her face. Shaeula’s amusement was growing, and Eri’s annoyance easily matched it. “Err, well… yeah, as long as you don’t go too crazy, I guess.” I managed to stammer out, not enjoying being caught in this three-way crossfire.

“You need to stop being nice to every girl you meet.” Eri advised me. “I know you are generous, it’s one of the things we love about you, but you only need to worry about us.” Turning back to the slyly-smiling Kana-chan, Eri looked down her nose at her, onyx eyes hard. “If you are so short of money, why not get a job? Akio was just saying he needed a cleaner. If you go tidy up his bedroom, I’m sure he can spare you some yen.”

Ouch. That’s going too far. Didn’t you just say it’d be horrible making a girl clear up the remains of our lovemaking? Do you dislike Kana-chan that much?

Shaeula let go of my arm, doubled up with laughter. Kana-chan was looking both puzzled and affronted, but before she could retort I bowed in apology. “Sorry Kana-chan. Eri’s just… well, she gets jealous easily of pretty girls around me. You should take it as a compliment.”

“Indeed, she is living up to her full-full potential as a female of darkness.” Shaeula chortled. “Kana, fear not-not. Eri was quite cold to me for the longest time, but she is a pleasant female when you know her.”

The longest time? it was only a few weeks. In fact, I never would have expected Eri to change so much, so fast. I guess it’s density of experience, rather than time, which matters… To smooth the situation over I used my now free arm to get my wallet and take out three ten-thousand yen bills. Passing them to Kana-chan, who took them with eager surprise, I tried to be as conciliatory as possible. “Just… yeah, don’t go anywhere near my bedroom. Eri was only joking. We definitely don’t need a cleaner, and I wouldn’t dream of asking you. I appreciate you looking after Marika-chan for me, so consider this a reward. Treat yourself, okay?”

Eri clicked her tongue, but said nothing, still gripping me uncomfortably tightly.

“I see. A prank, huh, Mori-senpai? I won’t ask just what you got up to in that room that needs cleaning. I wouldn’t want to embarrass big bro in front of us three beauties. Anyway, if you are going shopping I’ll leave you to it. I’ll go get Marika-chan and Keomi-chan. Later, big bro. Shaeula. Mori-senpai.”

“I shall send you pictures of our meal later.” Shaeula promised, and after a brief exchange of goodbyes Kana-chan scurried off, clutching the banknotes in her hand tightly, looking pleased, but her body language seemed annoyed.

“Her, I don’t like.” Eri complained, watching her go.

“I find her rather fun.” Shaeula shrugged. “Anyway, shall we be off?”
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Shaeula was looking down at her engagement ring again, chuckling to herself. On my right, Eri let out her own giggle. “I get just how she feels. I can hardly go five minutes without looking at mine.”

Eri was wearing a stunning white evening dress, with matching handbag and accessories. Her hair had also been styled, since we passed a suitable salon and had just enough time. Yeah, pale colours, especially white, really set off her dark hair and eyes.

“Indeed-indeed.” Shaeula, who was wearing a deep green dress to contrast her hair, was ecstatic. Her long hair had also been set in a different style, pulled up elegantly, baring the nape of her neck and her shoulders. “When I saw this ring, I knew it was-was the one for me.” The platinum band was set with a single large diamond, cut to resemble the full moon. “I love it, and I love-love you, Akio!”

We were in the elevator heading up to the fifty-second floor of the Park Hyatt hotel in Shinjuku. The member of staff that operated the lifts had given us admiring glances when we entered, and it felt good. After all, the girls had insisted I buy a new suit and get a haircut as well. We had gone hilariously way over budget, and Eri had struggled at the cost, still having a poverty mindset, but… screw it. Like Shaeula says, we are celebrating. Shaeula got engaged, and I turned into a low-life harem bastard.

Still, it had been great fun seeing their exaggerated reactions as we passed through Shinjuku. The big city was still unusual to Eri, and alien to Shaeula. The crowded streets and busy bars we passed made quite the impression, and we drew a lot of eyes. The lift doors opened and we stepped out, heading to the restaurant. “I’m glad to see you’ve cheered up, Eri.” Her annoyance from earlier seemed to have faded.

At my words, Eri sighed. “That girl. I never caught her surname, but anyway… she’s trouble. I don’t like the way she looks and acts with you, Akio.”

“Kana-chan is just friendly.” I replied, and Shaeula echoed me.

“Indeed. Kana likes to be cute, I do-do believe.”

“Oh, you two.” Eri sighed again. We reached the restaurant, marvelling at the view from the massive floor-to-ceiling windows. I spoke to the maître de, who confirmed our reservation and called over a waiter to take us to our table. It was tucked in one corner, candles already lit, and surprisingly romantic. It also had a stunning view of the city.

Ordering a bottle of wine for me and Shaeula, and a sweet mocktail for Eri, we took our seats. The restaurant sure is busy today, and everyone looks rather wealthy. Every other table was full of well-dressed men and women. Luckily we didn’t feel out of place, as the outfits we now wore… yeah, not thinking of the price.

“Seriously.” Eri continued. “She may be a flirt by nature, but the way she looks at Akio. It isn’t innocent. And I can tell she is very mercenary. I worry she’ll try and latch on to you for your wealth. You need to keep bad girls like that away from Akio! He’s ours!”

The waiter brought over the wine and uncorked it, pouring it out for us to sample. The flavour was deep and pleasant, so I accepted the bottle. He also placed Eri’s brightly coloured drink in front of her with a bow and handed out the menus. As I scanned through them, Shaeula answered Eri. “Well, I shall of course-course listen to your wishes, Eri. But-but I fear that if you wish to keep females from noticing the supremacy of our Akio, you shall-shall fail. All females seek superior males, and is there one more superior than ours? I think not-not.”

“All right, let’s not ruin the mood over Kana-chan. I have the two most beautiful brides-to-be in the land, so why would I be interested in her? She’s just an acquaintance. So, why don’t we order?” I changed the subject, my compliment earning a pair of sunny smiles.

“Yes, I am famished.” Shaeula grabbed the menu, flicking through. “I shall have the Kobe sirloin, and the whole grilled Canadian lobster.”

“So much? You’ll get fat…” Eri warned, paling at the cost of those dishes. I’ll…” As she pondered I leaned over and kissed her cheek.

“No worrying about price tonight. It’s a celebration, remember! Besides, if I made you uneasy by being so friendly with Kana-chan I’m sorry, and I have to make it up to you, right?”

Eri brightened. “Fine. You win. In that case I’ll have the Hokkaido crab and seafood selection…”
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“Well, that was quite-quite magnificent.” Shaeula pushed aside her second empty plate, fragments of lobster shell piled in one corner. Taking a swig of rich red wine from her glass she leaned back contentedly. “Finally I am starting to live-live like the princess I am.”

“Yeah, but I hope you have room for dessert.” Eri gently poked fun at her. She had finished her food a while ago, and was just enjoying her mocktail, soaking in the atmosphere and admiring the impressive views out over Shinjuku and the Tokyo skyline. “I was a bit uncomfortable at first, I didn’t feel like I fit in, but…”

It's understandable, but I don’t like it when Eri puts herself down. The days of poverty are over. “We don’t look out of place at all. We are as well-dressed as any in here.” I cast my eyes around the restaurant, and the nearest table was also seating three, with two young girls and one older guy. “In fact, that girl there probably isn’t even your age.”

The youngest girl there was wearing a vivid purple dress that looked expensive, as well as being a little daring for her age. Her long black hair was also dressed in an adult manner. She was pretty damn attractive. Beside her was an older girl, probably Eri’s age, she was a bit stone-faced, but not unattractive. Strangely, she was wearing a suit, not a dress. The guy was older still, a university student or similar, and he looked a lot like the younger girl. Her brother, maybe?

“Hey, who are you looking at?” Eri pulled at my sleeve. “You don’t need to… oh, wait, my phone is ringing. It’s Aiko.” Embarrassed, she accepted the call, speaking quietly. Luckily, since it was a very classy restaurant the noise was muted, merely light background music and the buzz of quiet conversation.

“Yes, yes… I’m sorry, but it was a celebration for me and Shaeula… yes, yes…”

Eri and Shaeula had both sent Aiko pictures of the view and our food. It seemed that she had finally had enough and decided to call us.

“Shall we order dessert then?” Shaeula asked, and we gestured for a waiter.

“Yes. I… we… look, are you alone?” Eri asked, nervously. When she got an answer in the affirmative, Eri whispered into her phone. “It happened. You… you have another sister-in-law now, you awful friend!”

“What? Seriously? Big bro went and did it?” Aiko shrieked, her voice coming shockingly loudly out of the phone. Eri flushed and waved apologetically to the surrounding diners. “Quietly…” she hissed down the phone. “We are in company…”

Shaeula and I shared a fond look. The trio on the table next to us looked over disdainfully at our display, before going back to their own quiet conversation. Perhaps because I was observing them, what they were talking about drifted into my ears, my excellent hearing picking it up.

“… can’t believe Sakura asked me to look into whether our company had any people who have ‘strange powers or abilities.’ Really. If it wasn’t my cousin who asked, I’d think she was playing a mean trick on me.” The younger girl was saying as she elegantly carved up her meal, showing grace and refinement.

“I know.” The man said, while the other girl in the suit remained impassive and alert, her eyes constantly scanning their surroundings. “But it isn’t just Takatsukasa House, Ichijou and Fujiwara have also been placing this as a top priority. All of the Three-Hundred have been asked to look into it as a matter of urgency. I mean, Grandfather Takatsukasa isn’t what he was, but can you see Ichijou-sama and Fujiwara-sama mobilising all this manpower for a prank or a mistake? Besides, the promised boost in status makes it worth a search anyway. What do we have to lose?”

“True.” The young girl acknowledged. “Still, it all seems like a fantasy to me. Ugh, after the foul time I had at the party, it’d only be fair for life to compensate me by having one of these ‘magical people’ fall into my lap…”

Shaeula and I exchanged a look. Seriously? Was my luck not about getting us a decent meal, but this?


Side Thirty-Five – Fukumoto Hinata and Fukumoto Hiroto


“Ican’t believe just how miserable that party was. Seriously, there were so many nobodies and suck-ups. I should have gone to the one hosted by Mayumi-sama. She did give me an invite.” Fukumoto Hinata pouted as she took her seat at the table by the large windows overlooking the Shinjuku area. Lights winkled below, looking rather pretty. “Ugh, even this restaurant isn’t the one I wanted to go to, but the families of the Fifty-Seven have booked up everywhere truly noble.” She sighed in an unladylike fashion, slouched arrogantly in her chair, crossing her long, slender legs, the hem of her rich purple dress riding up a little.

“Hinata-sama, you need to be more dignified. People are watching.” Her bodyguard, Onoue Kasumi said dryly. She was tall and athletic, and dressed in a suit she was quite dashing, but her usual stone-face was a little off-putting. Still, Kasumi has always been loyal, ever since my father employed her at my request. Of course, technically as one of the Three-Hundred rather than the Fifty-Seven, she wasn’t allowed to have a bodyguard at school, but since her mother was the sister of the current acting head of the Takatsukasa house, one of the three most distinguished and ancient lines of nobility remaining in Japan, barring the Imperial Family itself, the school and most of the nobles looked the other way. Still, it did cause problems with the other girls. Damn I hate this stupid system so much!

“It’s fine, it’s fine. You worry too much, Kasumi. There isn’t anyone here from the nobility. They are all still at the stupid parties, or at better restaurants than this.” Though she did listen, and uncrossed her legs and smoothed her skirt, sitting properly.

“Come on, Hinata dear. Kasumi-chan is just looking out for you. And you shouldn’t be so dismissive of our cousin. Sakura-sama is doing her best, but compared to the Ichijou or Fujiwara houses… well, you know.” her brother interrupted. “Times are hard, and they don’t have the money they had before the war.”

Hinata had to agree. Picking up the menu she opened it and carefully scanned the contents. “I know, Hiroto. You don’t have to keep reminding me. When it comes to wealth, our family clearly outmatches them. After all, Nichibotsu Technology is one of the richest companies in Japan. I know all that. Even so… some of the guests there looked downright criminal. I especially didn’t like the way one of them was leering at me.” She shuddered, remembering. “His eyes looked like rotten sewage. Just what was their security thinking, letting in such trash?”

“The person in question has some minor connections with some of the families in the Three-Hundred.” Kasumi stated. “He is the owner of a small nationwide chain of budget hotels that cater to foreign backpackers. There are rumours that he is involved with organised crime though. Don’t worry, Hinata-sama, if he attempted to approach you, I would have dealt with him harshly.”

“Really?” she asked, impressed. “I’m surprised you knew the information about such a small-fry.”

“Of course, I am well aware of all of the Three-Hundred and the Fifty-Seven, as well as those they deal with. Besides, I was able to get a copy of the guest-list in advance from Takatsukasa house, and those of a problematic nature were highlighted.”

“If they know there are troublesome people then they shouldn’t have invited them in the first place! It's just another example of how Takatsukasa house is rotting away.” Hinata grumbled. “Oh well, I want to put that awful party out of my head. We left as soon as we could. To think those strange rumours were fact…”

“It’s difficult for them right now.” Hiroto said again, having decided what he wanted from the menu. His dashing good looks had attracted a lot of attention from some of the female diners, and Hinata had to agree her brother was handsome. But then, most people descended from nobles are considered very attractive. I’m no exception. Still, she hated it when people looked at her with perverted eyes. One thing that school taught her was that girls were constantly in danger from predatory men, and having seen some of the looks she received during the party, she was coming to believe it.

As the waiter took their orders, Kasumi as on guard as always, she noticed another group entering the restaurant. They then sat at the table nearest her. Hmm, their group is like ours. Oh well… Paying them no further mind she decided to enjoy her meal, hopefully washing away the bad feeling the party had left her with…
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“This wine isn’t bad.” Hinata observed, taking a sip of her white wine, as she savoured some of the expensive truffle desert she was eating. Of course, she was a minor, and not legally allowed to drink, but with her family’s status, the waiting staff were more than happy to turn a blind eye to such minor matters.

“No, it’s pretty good.” Hiroto agreed, seeming a bit distracted. Following his gaze, Hinata held in a sigh. He was checking out the two girls on the nearby table. Her brother had always been a bit of a flirt. He kept it quiet, but from what she had heard, he was regularly dating and womanising at university. Holding in a sigh, Hinata wished her brother would be more… well, discreet. I know that men are taught different lessons at school, but even so, if he is careless and gets someone pregnant, it would ruin our family honour, and could have an impact on any inheritance later…

One of the girls was on her phone, which was quite the breech of etiquette, and Hinata curled her lip disdainfully. She may be pretty, but she has no class. A shame.

“Perhaps you should keep your eyes over here, Hiroto-sama?” Kasumi gently steered the conversation. “I notice both girls appear to be wearing rings on their fingers. Engagement rings, probably, looking at the position and type.”

As sharp as ever. Hard luck, brother. Impressed all over again at her bodyguard's skill, and her own foresight in hiring her, Hinata took another long sip of the wine. Thoughts of the party were creeping back into her head, the tall tale she had been told and task given when she had been invited to speak to Uncle Takatsukasa playing on her mind. It must be some sort of joke… but it also can’t be. I’m so confused…

Hiroto was likewise pondering it. He pulled his gaze away from the girls and spoke. “So, Hinata, what did you make of it? Really? Me… I think it’s stupidly far-fetched…” He was interrupted by a loud screeching noise coming from the phone of the girl on the next table. Everyone looked over, and mortified, she waved an apology. Yes, beautiful, but lacking in class. Anyway, what we were told…

“I can’t believe my cousin asked me to look into whether our company had any people who have ‘strange powers or abilities.’. Really. If it wasn’t my cousin who asked, I’d think she was playing a mean trick on me. But I guess Sakura wouldn’t do that.” No, Sakura is a gentle, kind girl, she isn't one for pranks, and is very popular at school. Though she is always talking down to and criticising me. It isn’t fair. I’m her cousin, yet she… never mind. She turned her attention back to her brother.

“I know. But it isn’t just Takatsukasa House, Ichijou and Fujiwara houses have also been placing this as a top priority. All of the Three-Hundred have been asked to look into it as a matter of urgency. I mean, Grandfather Takatsukasa isn’t what he was, but can you see Ichijou-sama and Fujiwara-sama mobilising all this manpower for a prank or a mistake? Besides, the promised boost in status makes it worth a search anyway. What do we have to lose?” He emptied the rest of the bottle of wine into his glass. “After all, aren’t you eager to be recognised as a noble as worthy as any from Takatsukasa house? Poor Sakura, you tend to treat her rather roughly, I hear…” His voice trailed off at the end, and Hinata flushed, annoyed.

“True. Still, it all seems like a fantasy to me. Ugh, after the foul time I had at the party, it’d only be fair for life to compensate me by having one of these ‘magical people’ fall into my lap. Sadly, what are the chances of that happening? Don’t we donate heavily to Kanda-myōjin shrine though? If anyone should know about it, shouldn’t the shrines and temples?”

Her brother was going to answer when Hinata noticed Kasumi stiffening, taking a defensive stance. Surprised, she looked up to see the three people sitting on the next table that had that graceless girl, had approached their table. Such bad manners. Ugh, this is the party all over again. Those rotten eyes, I still remember them. He gave me the creeps. Still, Kasumi will run them off, and this hotel has decent security…

“Back off, Fukumoto-sama has no wish to speak to the likes of you.” Kasumi declared, her voice cold. For the first time, Hinata paid proper attention to her neighbours. The ill-mannered girl in the white dress was indeed very pretty, and she looked nervous, ill at ease. The other girl had amazing amber-honey hair and eyes, and was wearing a daring green dress. She was … somehow elegant, radiating the same sort of bearing that the high-ranked daughters of the Fifty-Seven showed in social situations. She might be a noble, maybe? But I don’t recognise her. If she was, maybe that made the man accompanying them her bodyguard, and the girl in white an attendant, perhaps? If so, she needs more training. Her nervousness is showing far too obviously, though if they recognise us, that might make sense if they are from the Three-Hundred...

“Sorry, we mean no disrespect or trouble.” the man said, his voice calm and strong, sending tingles through her. “We merely heard you mention something interesting, about… ‘magical people’.”

Seriously? Are they going to make fun of us? And who lets a bodyguard speak for them… uh? Hinata looked at him properly for the first time and was dumbstruck. For some reason her face was red and hot, and her chest started pounding. He’s handsome… really handsome. And he has a very noble bearing. Shaking her head to clear the cobwebs, and cursing herself internally for showing weakness, as she was taught at school to always be composed and impeccably polite, especially around unfamiliar nobility, she managed to raise her hand, stopping Kasumi from taking more aggressive action.

Kasumi was clearly surprised, though as always her stony mask of a face showed nothing. She merely shifted position a little, still ready to move to protect her if needed, yet now a little further from imminent violence.

“I don't recognise them.” Kasumi mouthed at her and taking his cue from that, Hiroto started questioning the interlopers.

“I do believe it’s quite rude to eavesdrop.” He said with dignity, impressing Hinata for once. “I don’t believe we’ve been acquainted, which house are you from?”

“House?” the man looked puzzled, and beside him the girl in green smiled.

“Oh, I believed you were nobility, since you look rather majestic… err, never mind that.” Hinata flushed again. If she looked at him she found herself lost for words, it was most infuriating. “If you are not, then you have no business with us. My father is quite clear that I am not to speak to unfamiliar men. So please cease bothering us.”

“Oh, sorry. Yeah, I get that young ladies have to be careful of the company they keep.” He nodded apologetically, looking dashing even doing that. “Still, we wanted to… discuss… these ‘magical people’. If you don’t mind, I’ll go back to my table, and Shaeula can talk about it?”

How persistent. And it doesn’t seem like he is interested in me like the dangerous men school warns us about. Though somehow that makes me rather angry. Curious. Hinata met her bodyguard's eyes. She seemed non-committal, so… “Fine. I shall talk to the girl. But I am in a bad mood, my day hasn’t been good, so if you are merely trying to mock me…” she warned, leaving the consequences unsaid but obvious.

“I’ll talk to the man, Hinata dear.” Her brother stepped up, adjusting his own suit. It was far more expensive than the suit the stranger was wearing, yet Hiroto seemed quite outclassed beside him. Ugh, I am finding it hard to concentrate. “We were tasked by uncle to look into this. It’s probably a waste of time, but…” he continued, before going back to the other table with the man.

With him gone, Hinata started to relax, getting her temperature back under control. I bet brother just wants to ask if those girls are engaged after all… she thought, a touch grumpily. “Well then, why don’t you two take a seat?” At her words, Kasumi quickly brought over a fourth chair, and the two sat down.

Well then, I did say life should compensate me, but this seems rather outlandish. She observed the two keenly. The girl in white was still very nervous, but the other was calm, observing them both with piercing amber eyes. All right, I need to take the initiative. “So, I am Fukumoto Hinata, granddaughter of Nichibotsu Technology. You may have heard of it?”

The amber-blonde girl merely looked puzzled, but the other went frightfully pale. “Yes, I’ve heard of it, who hasn’t?” she muttered, her voice small.

“That makes things easier then.” Hinata declared triumphantly. “If you are here to try and trick me, or for some sort of amusement… well, it won’t end well for you, so I suggest you be honest.”

“Hardly.” The nobler girl scoffed. “I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. I have no need for such-such things.”

Shaeula? She doesn’t look Japanese, but she speaks the language very well. But then, we all learn English and French at school so that isn’t anything special! Though… she did have a very regal bearing. Perhaps she was foreign nobility?

“I’m Kasumi.” was all her bodyguard said, still alert for any danger due to the unusual situation.

“Mori Eri.” The nervous girl said, looking down.

“Well then, Dannan-san, Mori-san. You wanted to discuss the ‘magical people’ with me? Why, if I may ask? Have you been tasked with finding out more as well?”

“Finding out more? Most-most interesting.” Shaeula declared, before waving to the waiter and ordering some more wine, a rather nice bottle at that. “So, there are many-many people looking into them, are there?”

She evaded the question, asking one of her own. Hinata was not deterred though. “You were listening in, weren’t you? You must be aware that the nobility of this country have been asked to find these people. It sounds far-fetched and impossible, but when the Three Grandfathers ask, we obey.” The system needs to change. I mean, I understand the value of bloodlines and history, but even so, I am no worse than Sakura, I am her cousin after all…

“Far-fetched? Hardly.” the girl Shaeula said. As the bottle arrived she allowed the waiter to fill her glass, before nodding to Hinata. I guess I will then.

As her glass was being filled she considered that comment. That sounds like she knows something. If I can find out, maybe I can finally get the recognition I deserve…

“You sound confident.” Hinata probed. Taking a sip of the wine she smiled politely. “This is good. You have my thanks. Anyway… you obviously know something. So, what do you want, Dannan-san?”

The girl Mori-san looked back at the man over at the table with her brother, and Hinata didn’t miss that. I see, so he is in charge.

“Well, previously for our information we received quite-quite the alliance.” Shaeula declared. “I do not-not know what this Nichibotsu Technology is, but from your bearing, and your guard there…” She raised her glass to the silent Kazumi. “… and from what I heard, you are a noble, I believe. There is much-much we could offer each other. Akio likes mutually beneficial outcomes.” She took a drink. “Oh and do not-not call me Dannan-san. I am not-not a Japanese person. Merely call me Shaeula.”

She doesn’t know our company? Even for a foreigner that seems unlikely. We sell a huge amount worldwide. Hinata found that irritating, as she was very proud of the company her grandfather had built from nothing, rivalling the wealth of a lot of the Fifty-Seven. But more importantly… “Is it money you want, influence, what?” So he’s called Akio, huh?

“I believe I will need to let Akio speak for us. But rest-rest assured, should we strike a bargain, we can-can provide you with information of great value, and more.”

As Hinata pondered, her eyes strayed over to her brother and this Akio. So, how do I play this? It still could be a trick, they could be scammers, or worse… but… As she watched them her heart started racing, probably due to the possible risk, and potential rewards… Yes, definitely down to that.
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Hiroto observed the man in front of him. He was maybe a few years older than him? It’s hard to tell, he keeps in shape so it could be a few years either side. Of course, I’m rather handsome myself…

Hiroto remembered the two girls that were with this guy, resisting the urge to look over at them. As the heir to Nichibotsu, he’d have an arranged marriage soon enough, probably to one of the Three-Hundred looking to consolidate their standing, or if lucky one of the Fifty-Seven, since his mother was a Takatsukasa. I mean, all the noble girls educated at that school tend to be very pretty, and they are brought up to be perfect Japanese wives, just like poor Hinata, but I prefer playing around with commoners. They are more… interesting. Hinata would be used as a bargaining chip in marriage too, all part of the game of trying to secure a place in the Fifty-Seven. Well, it’d be Fifty-Eight if we get in. We have mother, which puts us at the head of the pack…

Pushing aside thoughts he had run through a lot recently, as his sister reached marriageable age, he remembered the shy girl in white. She’s just perfect. As beautiful as a noble, but fresh and timid… still, she was wearing a ring…

“You want some wine?” the guy asked, breaking the silence, and Hiroto accepted gratefully.

“Sure thing. So, I am Fukumoto Hiroto. A pleasure to meet you. Though the circumstances were odd, to say the least.” Hiroto took a sip of wine, observing his opposite number keenly.

“Indeed, I knew I had a good feeling before coming here today.” The man smiled, and Hiroto had a sneaking suspicion he was interested in his sister. Hinata was a real beauty, after all, and their company was a world leader in electronics and technology. “Anyway, I’m Oshiro Akio.”

“Really now? I see. Well Oshiro-san, what information did you have for us?”

“Well, I can introduce you to several of those people you are looking for, to start. I believe that few have gathered as much information on the subject as me and my girls.”

“Confident, aren’t you?” Hiroto responded, taking another long draught of wine. “And what would you want in return? Just be aware, my sister is off-limits. She’ll be married to someone out of your league.” He couldn’t resist getting a dig in, as he had noticed his sister seemed to find this Oshiro-san rather attractive, the first time he had seen her act that way. I mean, I don’t have a problem with my sister finding love, but… it’ll only lead to heartache and scandal if she does something foolish. The world of nobility is strict, and harshest of all on young unmarried girls. It’s all shit, but what can you do? Father's very keen on entering that world, and grandfather indulges him…

“Your sister is indeed beautiful, and I can understand why you would think I might be making a play for her.” Oshiro-san shrugged. “But rest assured, I’m already engaged.”

Oh. I see. “May I ask which one of the lovely ladies you were accompanying is the lucky girl?”

Oshiro-san looked embarrassed and guilty at that. “That’s… a hard question to answer.” he finally said.

A strange reaction? Which one is it? “So, just what are you looking for from us? If you hold such knowledge, surely you expect a return on it?”

“Of course. I’m looking for friends. It’s a changing world, right? it’d have to be, if the things we are looking into are true. And while we haven’t reached a deal, I can say for free that it is indeed true.”

“Now, that does interest me.” Hiroto admitted. “Still, what’s to stop us just reneging on any deal we make when you give us what we want? I wouldn’t of course.” Hiroto leaned back, smiling. “But you must worry about it. Information is harder to trade safely than any other commodity, as you can’t take it back when it has been sold. My Grandfather taught me that. We lost out on several valuable patents and designs back in the day to espionage and poor decision-making.”

“It’s a concern.” Oshiro-san agreed, and Hiroto saw him wince briefly, perhaps regretting similar failures. “However…” he continued. “I have reason to believe that when you see what is on offer you wouldn’t make such a mistake.”

“I see. Well, it’d be you losing out, as our friendship would sour quickly if you are just conning us, trying to get at our money or my sister. So, what type of friendship are you looking for?”

“True. I can prove the veracity of our information very easily, and as for my needs… well, support, basically. I make a good friend, and I hope my friends can help me in return.”

“I see.” He’s being cagey. I don’t blame him, but… “It seems we have a bit of a problem, because without you telling us anything, it’s hard to believe you. Besides, we have to pass the information on to others. That makes payment… difficult, surely?”

“I get it, although I would appreciate it if you present the same offer to those you are beholden to. I’m looking for allies in exchange for this information. As for proof…” Oshiro-san thought for a short while, sipping his wine quietly. “… damn, this is a hard one. How about this. Do you have any coins?”

Where’s this going? Hiroto opened up his wallet. Damn, I don’t really keep much change. He pulled out four coins.

“All right. here.” Oshiro-san handed over his wallet. “Fish out a half-dozen coins and check them.”

Where is this going? Hiroto did so and handed back the wallet. Oshiro-san then asked him to toss the coins. They landed on the table and bounced a bit, before landing various faces up.

“Four numbers up.” Oshiro-san noted. “So, watch this.” Tossing the coins into the air they landed, some bouncing very strangely, before all landing with numbers up. “So, what are the odds? Two to the power nine I believe. Impressive, right?”

“Uh, are you saying you are…” Hiroto began, leaning forwards, only for Oshiro-san to toss the coins again, getting the same result after some odd bouncing.

“I’m not saying anything. All I’m saying is I can introduce you to the people you are looking for. How about we exchange numbers, and you can think about whether you want more information? After all, I don’t think it’s just you looking for it, right? It’s a sellers’ market for this sort of information right now.”

If that’s a trick, then it’s a rather good one. “All right.” Hiroto said, fishing out his smartphone. “I’ll speak to my father and get back to you…”
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“So, Hiroto, you talked to him. What did you think?” Hinata asked. Mori-san and Shaeula had left, after exchanging numbers, though obviously she hadn’t given her own number, that would be foolish and was one of the first things school warned the girls against. No, Kasumi had produced a special backup phone that was bought from the Fujiwara Security Services, with security features to prevent tracing and other problems. That Shaeula was a very interesting girl. I’m a good judge of character, she knows what we need to find out, and that Mori-san too.

“I’m at a loss. I think it’s worth reporting. I got his number anyway, if we want what he knows. Still… yeah, he showed off a crazy trick. I don’t know if he’s a clever con-artist, but… I don’t think it’s up to us to decide. Of course, finding a lead is much better than asking every employee in our company bizarre questions, it’d damage trust in our leadership. I know father really doesn’t want to.”

“Did you use a Fujiwara phone?” Kasumi asked, and Hiroto winced.

“No, I forgot and used my own. It doesn’t matter, I have university friends on my phone anyway.”

Kasumi said nothing, but I could tell she was a bit annoyed at his carelessness. “So, what was the trick?”

“Well, he could toss coins and they would always land the same way up.”

“Anyone can do that with enough training.” Kasumi observed, pulling out a couple of coins. She flipped them carefully, and several times in a row they landed the same away. “Good muscle control and perception is all it takes, Hiroto-sama.”

“Yeah well, ten all at once, different denominations, and some from my wallet?” Hiroto countered. “And he did it twice.”

“Well, it isn’t impossible, but I’d need to practice a lot.” Kasumi equivocated.

“That’s all very well, but at least he has manners. They paid for the wine.” Hinata observed. She had watched the three of them leave with a strange expression. I feel like this is a chance. Her chest hurt a little, her heart was racing so fast. If we are the ones who deliver the information the Three Grandfathers are asking for, our entry to the Fifty-Seven is all but guaranteed. And I… Hinata realised she was smiling, her face hot. I’ll finally step out of Sakura’s shadow, and be an equal to Mayumi-sama and the Fujiwara girls.

“Pay the bill, brother. We need to act now. Father and mother should hear of this as soon as possible. Kasumi, we are leaving.” And all it’ll cost us is an alliance with those three? That sounds… not bad, not bad at all…


Side Thirty-Six – Suzuki Haru’s Misfortune and Cruel Meetings


The noise and bustle of the party was starting to get to her. Looking down at the elegant and overly expensive watch on her wrist to check the time, Suzuki Haru saw it was nearly ten pm. I’ve stuck this out long enough. I knew it wouldn’t help. I don’t feel well…

Her brown eyes darted to and fro as she watched the jovial people around her talk and make merry. Feeling bile rise in her throat she rushed to the bathroom, finding a deserted stall and emptying what little was in her stomach. Looking at the mirror on the back of the stall door she considered herself once more. Her long brownish hair was shoulder-length, framing a thin face that was pale and tainted with a sickly pallor. She had done the best with her makeup, but it couldn’t quite cover the hollow look of her cheeks and eye-sockets. Damn, I look a fright. Well, no wonder.

Taking a deep breath she sat down on the western-style toilet, head in her hands. I never should have come tonight. Still, her daddy was constantly badgering her, saying that she’d ‘feel better if she mixed with people, especially the elite’. Feeling another bout of stomach pains coming on, she fumbled in her expensive designer purse, a deep blue to match the expensive dress she was wearing. After a few moments she dragged out a bottle, and popping the lid revealed some capsules in garishly bright colours. Depositing two in her mouth she swallowed them, before taking a sip of water from a bottle that was also in her purse, washing them down.

I just want to be better. Life was looking up just a few months ago… Haru remembered securing a position as a secretary at the Diet, and while her daddy was no doubt behind it, pulling the strings to get his beloved daughter into politics, Haru had earned the chance herself by finishing a Politics and Economics degree at a prestigious Tokyo university. I had friends too, and while daddy wasn’t keen on letting me date yet, there were a few good guys I had my eye on. How did it all go so wrong? Everything was normal, then after one night…

Feeling a bitter tang in her mouth, she closed her eyes, fighting off the dizziness that suddenly surged. “To think... I’m going crazy.” She laughed, her tone falsely bright and brittle. “What a way to end my career.” Her daddy was covering it up, but no-one with a history of mental illness was getting anywhere near political power, or indeed any top job in Japan.

Several other of the female guests had entered the bathroom and were chatting away by the sinks. Haru squeezed shut her eyes, tried to block out the voices, and waited for them to go away. Oh no, it’s happening again… Even with her eyes shut she could see vivid white sparks drifting across her vision, and something deep within, something other, was telling her to… no, no, no! I don’t want to hear it!

She dug around in her purse and took several more of her medicines, despite the dosage warnings. She then jammed a pair of wireless earbuds in, and cranked the volume up to maximum, listening to the soothing white noise. After a while, the feelings, the whispers, passed, and she staggered out of the bathroom and back into the main hall where guests were still talking, flirting or making deals.

Mingle with the beautiful people, daddy said. Put aside your worries and talk to the nobility, rich business-people and politicians. Shaking her head, she made for the exit, nearly stumbling over the hem of her dress. As she left, she could feel eyes on her, watching her go, though sometimes she wasn’t sure whether those eyes were real, or… ugh, enough!

Emerging into the still-warm early September night, she sighed in relief. I mean, I did recognise plenty of people here, they were important, but I’m in no mood to talk to anyone. Luckily most people sensed that, so I managed to keep to myself for most of the night. There were a few acquaintances who did approach her, but they quickly lost interest, and Haru could see when their looks of friendship and sympathy changed to disgust, condemnation… ugh, I don’t feel well at all. I just want to sleep… though without dreams… The dreams were the worst, all swirling colours and warped visions of her house being strange and otherworldly…

I need something to drink. She reached into her purse, only to find the small water bottle she kept was empty. Staggering over to a nearby vending machine she fumbled some coins into a slot, and a can of soda was soon in her hand. She cracked the ring pull and then took a long swig. That’s better. She squeezed shut her eyes, blocking out the light, and spent several blissful minutes in silence, before the ringtone of her phone jolted her out of her reverie. Checking the caller ID, it was her daddy.

“My baby girl, how are you? Did you have fun at the party?” her daddy asked jovially, but she could hear the concern in his voice.

“Not really, it.. it was a bit noisy for me. I’m not good with crowds right now.” she answered. “I’ve just left. I did manage to speak to a few people I knew though.” she lied, as what she had done could hardly be called holding a conversation, but she didn’t want her daddy to worry too much. The look in his eyes when they talked was already painful enough.

“Well, that’s good, you need to spend more time with others. It isn’t healthy to be alone in the dark all the time.” Realising that this line of talk was one they had been through before, to little avail, his voice softened a bit. “Once the medication stabilises your mood, you can come back to work. I know it isn’t easy, but these things happen. It’ll get better soon, I promise. My baby girl has a bright future, a little setback like this won’t stop you, right?”

Feeling tears well up in her eyes she scrubbed them away, trying to keep her voice free of sorrow. “I know, daddy. I know. I’ll… I’ll get through this. I just… need some time. I’m not ready for being out yet…”

“I really think you need to…” he began, but she cut him off, his voice starting to trigger another episode. It was like the aura migraine sufferers were said to have, lights flashing in her vision, but these were different. They were… they felt… real.

“I’m going to get a taxi and come home. I’ll see you soon, daddy.” She managed to get out. His reply was disappointed, that she wasn’t trying harder, but she paid it no mind. Hanging up she struggled to remember where the nearest taxi rank was, while her vision was flecked with silver and white sparkles, which somehow felt tangible, cold, when they touched her. Ugh, to think I can’t even remember simple details like this, when I’m a secretary to the Diet. The medication… still, I need it.

She began to set off in the direction she thought she needed to go, the quiet streets around the residence of the famous Takatsukasa family largely deserted. Her heels clicked on the stone pavement, ringing loudly in the night. As she walked, she occasionally caught the sounds of other footsteps behind her.

Another guest leaving, no doubt. The footsteps were coming closer, so she stepped aside to let the person pass, only to be grabbed from behind, a hand clamped over her mouth…
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Kondou Kazuo watched the girl leave, idly licking his lips. She was just his type, pretty, though best of all, scared. I’m not sure why she is so jumpy, but I really enjoy the frightened rabbits. Though breaking proud girls is good too.

Finishing off the glass of wine he held, he tossed it to a passing waiter, before bowing and heading for the door. The party had been quite something, and getting an invite through some acquaintances in business hadn’t been easy. Still, after the mess that bitch Kiku was making of defending his domain, Kazuo needed to unwind. There were so many beauties at the party. That daughter of the Takatsukasa was so elegant. I’d love to have her under my control… but no, messing with nobility is dangerous. That granddaughter of the Nichibotsu chairman as well, she looked stunning in that purple dress. There were easily a dozen other beauties too. Damn, now I’m all excited…

Still, Kazuo prided himself on being no fool. That was why he preyed on the foreign backpackers who stayed in his hotels, one here, another there. Although recently his …. entertainments …. had become more frequent, and he had toyed with a few locals. Prostitutes, trash that would hardly be missed though. Still, jumping to good daughters of powerful families was a step too far. For now. After all, am I not a chosen one, destined to gain everything I desire? If only my subordinates weren’t such useless fools…

The night was warm and quiet. Looking at the magnificent residence of the Takatsukasa family, he vowed that one day such luxury would be his. Yet tonight, he had other prey on his mind. He had enquired subtly about his jumpy little bunny girl, and apparently she was the daughter of a politician. Normally she’d be way too dangerous to toy with but… I saw her popping pills, and with my superior eyesight, I saw they were anti-psychotics. If a girl like that goes missing, well, as long as Kiku disposes of her body, who will ever know? They’ll just expect to find her body in the river one day… after all, suicide is a terrible thing.

His lips curled into a smile as he followed her towards the more populated parts of Tokyo. If I want to do this, I need to do it now… She was walking in a daze, as if unsure of her destination. She had just finished a phone call, so wasn’t very alert. Quickening his steps, he closed in behind her. She paused, as if to let him pass, but that was a mistake. One meaty hand reached out and covered her mouth, silencing her, while the other landed on her back, gently caressing her.

She tensed, shocked by the sudden attack, only to suddenly be inundated by a searing blast of pain that robbed her of her consciousness, her eyes rolling back in her head. Reflexively her bladder let go, and urine streamed down her legs, soiling her dress and shoes. Kazuo stepped back, letting the mess miss him. So she’s a squirter I see. The pain takes everyone differently.

Kazuo chuckled, and hoisted her up onto his shoulders. Pulling out his mobile he called an acquaintance who was involved in shady business, and asked him to send over a discreet vehicle. After all, I can’t take a taxi, that’d be traced.

Twenty minutes later the foreign car with tinted windows pulled up, and the driver got out. Seeing Kazuo, who had hidden the girl behind a nearby bush, he grinned. “Hey man. Boss got your message. Just drop the car off tomorrow, okay? He don’t want to know what you are using it for, so no worries. I’m off to play some pachinko, maybe hit a soapland, so later!”

With that the rough-looking man, who was wearing an ill-fitting white suit, sauntered off, leaving the keys in the car. Kazuo retrieved his bundle, pushing the unconscious girl into the backseat, before getting in and starting the engine. The yakuza have their uses. Still, be it yakuza, big business, politicians, the nobility… one day I’ll be ruling over them all, and all their daughters, wives and sisters will belong to me, to do with as I wish. After all, I am the new God of pain, and who can stand against the purest torment?

Grinning wolfishly to himself, the car pulled out, heading for his hotel. Behind him, the girl was gasping and moaning in her unconscious state, unaware of what awaited her…
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“No, this… is…just… another… ah, God, no, stop!… daddy, daddy, help me!” The cries of the woman were heart wrenching, and Kiku silently listened, her face expressionless, merely stroking her scored and battered golden ring idly. The meaty sound of flesh being struck resounded, and the crunch of bone made her cries suddenly far less intelligible.

“Da…bb…y, maee it sfop!” Her faint, pained slurs through a ruined jaw drifted out of Kondou-dono’s playroom. Suddenly the screams restarted, and damp sounds and groans could be heard once more.

Once more Kondou-dono overreaches. This girl seems to be of a wealthy lineage, judging by her attire. When prostitutes and beggars go missing, the samurai care not, but when daughters of merchants or nobles disappear… She raised her hand to her mouth, metal teeth digging into her ring and bony fingers, drawing brackish blood.

With a final wail the noise was cut off, and moments later the naked Kondou-dono strode out, expression satisfied, his body streaked with blood and other fluids. He grabbed a towel and started wiping himself off, whistling cheerfully. Until he saw Kiku’s gaze. His expression hardened, and he stood, not covering his nakedness. Striding over to her his hand struck Kiku across the face, drawing more stale blood from her split cheek and lips.

Oh how this reminds me of my husband. He too… had a temper. Though his appetites were never so base… As Kiku didn’t respond, Kondou-dono clenched his fist, and waves of agonising pain rippled through her. She gasped, dead nerves ablaze with pain, dropping to her knees. As she did so, Kondou-dono drove his bare foot down on the back of her skull, forcing her head to the ground, her bony back arched. More waves of torturous agony followed, until blood was seeping from her nose, ears and eyes. He is very angry indeed. Though he was of good cheer mere moments ago. Oh, how poorly us women fare handling the whims of cruel men…

“You don’t get to judge me, bitch.” Kondou-dono snarled. “I am the master here. I am God in this place, never forget that. Besides…” He pressed down harder, until her metal teeth were scraping the floor. “… again you have failed me. Why have we not wiped out those few pathetic interlopers who think they can take away my domain? I told you to use the fool from Hisuikomushi if we had to, he has no way of resisting.”

“Forgive me, Kondou-dono.” Kiku grovelled, the taste of iron paired with humiliation. “I will do better, but, if you were to lend us your mighty aid, none can stand against the lash of torment you wield…”

“I don’t have dogs to bark myself.” Under his foot her skull felt like it was dipped in molten lead, her brain seared. As she panted in agony, the pain faded slowly. “But… damn, seeing all those fine women at the party made me realise I need more power. Very well. I am quite the generous man after all.” He removed his foot, and Kiku staggered to her feet, fresh stains on her dirty kimono. “Tomorrow. Bring all my forces to the battlefield, and make sure to destroy those pests. Their base of operations has to be around that shrine, right? Their defences are concentrated there.”

All my forces. I see. “As you wish, Kondou-dono. I have failed you before, but I shall not again. But, if we need your support…”

He sighed, going back to towelling the filth from his body. “If you must call upon me, do it. I want to consolidate and move up in the world. Tonight has proved that better educated girls are more… entertaining. The way she called out ‘daddy, daddy…’ sent shivers down my spine and I was hard as… well, never mind that. Just clean up the mess and use her as one of your ghosts.”

With that he strode out, giving Kiku much to consider. Sooner or later he will order me in a way I cannot misinterpret. Yet until that day… She strode into the room, her kimono dragging in the spreading blood. The girl was dead, no breath leaving her cooling corpse. Kiku knelt down, heedless of the mess, and snapped off one of her metal nails, ignoring the ache in her bones. Phantom pain, lingering hints of Kondou-dono’s grace…

“Alas, you poor girl, just another in the long line of victims of the cruelty of man.” Her face was thin, though it was hard to tell under the gruesome wounds Kondou-dono had inflicted during his… sport. Her dress was torn and stained with unmentionable fluids, and her body bore the marks of hard abuse. Still, Kiku had no time to mourn her. With a single thrust she drove the nail into the forehead of the corpse, her sight seeing the confused spirit rise from the body, misty and insubstantial, mouth flapping open and closed.

“Where… where am I? Was it all a horrible nightmare?” the wraith said, and Kiku recoiled in shock. She has kept her ability to speak? Such a miracle…

“I know I’m crazy, I’ve gone mad. But this was… was so awful.” The ghost shed phantom tears, sparkles of aether trickling down, before melting into silver mist. “That man, he… he… I need my pills, it has to be a delusion. There’s no way that…. horrible thing… could have… happened to me. I want to go home, I hate it here… wherever here is. Daddy, where are you?”

“I see.” Kiku realised as the aether sparkled all around her new daughter. “You are the same as Kondou-dono. Blessed. But your end was cruel. Never fear though, my child. The Gods will not allow his sins to go unpunished forever.” Her nails scraped against her ring, flakes of metal blowing away.

“Who… who are you?” the spectre asked, still erratic and addled from her gruesome end.

“I am she who will protect you from the cruel hands of men. I am your mother now.” Kiku promised, much to the ghost's confusion. As Kiku looked down at her corpse, she remembered what exactly Kondou-dono had said. Just clean up the mess and use her as one of my ghosts? Bending down, her mouth opened wide, metallic fangs gleaming. With one bite she severed the wrist of the dead girl, nails shearing through flesh, muscle and bone. Spitting out the now-severed hand, expensive watch still glittering around the torn wrist, Kiku placed it within her kimono, before starting her grizzly feast, consuming the rest.

We woman are not powerless. Frailer, yes. Bound to serve your whims, of course. But powerless, helpless? No, Kondou-dono, eventually a limit is reached, and a chance taken…

Making soothing noises to comfort her hysterical daughter, who was wailing something about needing ‘stronger medication to numb the hallucinations’ as Kiku devoured her corpse, Kiku remembered the last time she proved she was not without a way to defend herself…


Side Thirty-Seven - ??????????????


The sound of horns rang loudly, their strident tones a call to arms. The woman, her flaming red hair, which was not merely red, but a deep crimson that shone with an inner light, trailing behind her like a cascade of waves, reached for her long spear, an ornate weapon of dark wood and iridescent metal that sparked with dazzling arcs of lightning. Armour materialised suddenly around her perfect form, made from the same metal as her spear, carved chestplate detailing a large tree, around which was coiled some sort of draconic being.

Racing out from her dwelling, other women, similarly attired, in armour that hugged their immaculate figures, carrying spears, swords, maces, axes, bows and other more unusual weapons, were rushing about, hair of many exotic, impossible colours streaming out behind them in the breeze.

On seeing her sisters, the woman brightened. “So, another incursion it seems.” she said, cursing in her heart at the poor timing of it.

“Ah, youngest sister.” A blonde woman carrying a bow said on hearing her words. Her eyes were a beautiful crystalline blue, deep and fathomless. “You have returned as well, I see. Yes, another push. The Einherjar are being assembled to buy us some time, but it will come down to us to buy enough time for countermeasures, as it always does.”

The woman narrowed her own deep golden eyes, clutching her spear tightly. “Of course. The Einherjar are numerous, but their League… well, they do themselves honour regardless, and we shall see the survivors back to their homes, while the fallen live on in song. Still, the attacks… are they not becoming more frequent?”

A third maiden joined in, a coiled whip in her gauntleted hands. She was green-haired, with matching moss-green eyes, with a chest straining against her decorated armour. “The older sisters tell me it comes in waves. Still, yes, it does seem that we get no rest recently. Under the World Tree, I wish that we could finally have some peace.”

As she mentioned the World Tree, they all turned, looking behind them. The aforementioned Tree was towering into the sky in the far distance, worlds away, yet it was still visible, the shadow cast slanting many tens of thousands of miles hence, into the disputed lands of the highest Astral. Making gestures of reverence, they all bowed.

“Peace is for the weak. My sisters, the horns of war blow, and we are called to stand against the darkness.” another of the nine said, her raven dark hair and piercing red eyes giving her a raptor-like look, hungry and driven. Her two-handed sword was slung over her back, and the edge flickered with cobalt flames.

Taking a last look at the World Tree, which was the heart of their Territory, the anchor of the Divine Realm of the Pantheon, the woman looked down at her wrists, where two silvery bracelets were giving off a muted glow. No time, there’s never any time. Well, by the Allfather himself, we shall not fail!
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“Do we have numbers and designations for the incursion?” A voice was booming over his transmission device, and Andvardr shifted in his seat, the array of crystal and metal lenses perched across his nose clicked and whirred as they adjusted the glass in front of his eyes. Immediately his vision was cast far out into the disputed lands, where six dark shadows were moving, corroding and destroying the lands in their wake, followed by two strange impossible beings, one a mixture of crystal and light, the other a hulking mountain of legs, seemingly made of black iron. “By the Allfather’s beard.” Andvardr declared, wishing he had a mug of strong booze to steady his nerves.

Reaching for a crystal dial on the panel in front of him, he turned it. “This is Andvardr, in perimeter forsvarstårn sixteen. I can confirm eight incoming. Looks like six Hunger-class, and two… and two…” Saying the words was hard, but dwarves did not shy from fear, no, not while they drew breath. “… looks like two Annihilation-class beasts. The Einherjar won’t stand a chance out there. Not without serious support. We’ll need to invoke the Hel-vegr.”

“Understood, Andvardr. Use whatever means you have to slow their advance, as there are two more incursions at other perimeters. And there is no help coming from other Pantheons.”

“Say something that’ll surprise me.” Andvardr snorted bitterly. “World Mountain is trying to recover from the last invasion, and those One True God….” He said the words as though they were filthy “… bastards are more likely to take advantage of the confusion to attack us themselves. I spit on them. Untrustworthy allies are worse than strong enemies.”

“I understand your contempt, but that isn’t why.” The voice on the other end of the transmission cracked. “They have their own hands full. An Apocalypse-class. It might even be Ragnarök-class…”

Allfather and Divine Mother above!” he cursed, hissing in horror. “Poor bastards. I may hate them but… lucky it went for them rather than us.” He made a sign in front of his chest with one hand, praying. “At least they should be able to fend it off. But the casualties will be ruinous.”

“Best of luck out there, Andvardr.” the speaker said.

“All right then, to work.” Andvardr began pulling levers and turning wheels, the forsvarstårn in which he was residing giving off crackles of aetheric flux, cogs and gears grinding, revealing an array of exotic weaponry outside. The crystalline lenses over his eyes started flashing with runes, and soon a target lock was obtained on the front-running abominations from the Void.

“I’d best start with the Hunger-class bastards.” He muttered, readying his thumbs over the firing mechanisms. “Annihilation-class will just shrug off the hits.” With that he clicked the switches, and his vision was filled with bright beams of indigo light, lancing forwards, slamming into the dark masses of indistinguishable shadow. Huge crystal orbs were fired out too, to explode in colossal plumes of elemental energies, shaking the tower around him with the backlash, even from many leagues away. Other forsvarstårn were joining in too, and the disputed lands boiled and cracked under the repeated impacts…
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“Hold the line, brave warriors!” a burly Troll declared, calling upon sacred stone to rip through the thousands of dark tendrils that lashed down around him, blotting out the light from the skies above. Desperate screams were ringing out all around him, as Human, Dwarven, Elven, Troll, Beastfolk and many other Einherjar were fighting desperately to push back the abominations.

“Easy for you to say.” One Elven woman spat, half her face melted off, simply… gone… where a tendril had caught her. She was missing an arm too, and her exposed innards were pulsing slowly as her lifeblood drained away. “You haven’t had to see… your family… die…” She shed a tear from her remaining eye. “Just why… why do they keep coming? Just what… causes them to…” With that the woman died, and the Troll turned away, calling on more and more lances of stone to soar free from the ground, slicing through the amorphous mass of hunger that was consuming dozens of brave souls every second.

“I excuse your disrespect.” The Troll rumbled. “Until the end, you fought well.” All around him chaos reigned supreme, the hill-sized Hunger-class beast giving out putrid fumes that quickly killed the weaker warriors. Even the Troll himself was struggling to bear it, and though his strength was lauded amongst the Einherjar, earning him a position of foringi, captain of the Tullan world’s Einherjar hosts, he was still but a mortal, not yet strong enough to transcend his limits and become something more.

“No, I did not see my family die. I fought and trained until I reached foringi, but then I stagnated. Always searching… uh…” His words were halted by a tendril melting through his armour and taking his arm. Hideous creeping dissolution started spreading, so quickly he used his axe to sever it at the shoulder, flesh falling away, disintegrating into motes of blackened dust. “I never had time for a family. I only wanted to join the rank of the Divine. When I was young it seemed in reach, but now…” He raised his axe with his remaining hand, spears of stone circling him like orbiting moons. “… now the end has come. But I shall not go alone.” He grinned, his warty face and brutal teeth making him the very image of terror. “Come, die with me, vile abomination! Allfather, Divine Mother, give us strength!”

Roaring a battle cry, the Troll charged into the swirling mass of tentacles, howling out prayers and curses. Moments later, the world went white, and the very Astral shivered, a rippling wave of energy disintegrating the dark abominations. As sparks rained down around him, the Troll looked up blankly, watching as radiant light cut through all darkness. Other surviving Einherjar were equally stunned, some hugging each other, others falling to their knees and crying. As the Astral shook again, booming sounds echoing, the Troll made to gesture with his missing arm, paused, embarrassed, then dropped his axe and made a hand-sign. “Allfather, praise to you! The Hel-vegr saved us, saved us all…”
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Deep within the reaches of the lower Astral, Gu’vex’ue drifted, his wounds leaking iridescent slime. Raising one amorphous arm, the yellow bones visible beneath his transparent skin, he scratched at the injuries criss-crossing his warty, toad-like face. One of his golden eyes had been put out, and the other blinked constantly, dripping sour pus.

[Curse those Demons for running me out of a good thing.] He spat ichor, running a long tongue over his bulbous lips, a few unbroken jagged teeth standing out like daggers. [That world is full of sweet, succulent spirits, they could have left me alone to eat my share.]

Of course, Demons were notoriously greedy, it was in their very nature, and judging by the constant series of battles in both the Boundary and Material plane of that world, the Demons of the Seventy-Two Pillars were making a concerted effort to plunder the world of every spirit, secret and treasure it held, adding it to their Infernal Territory.

[Yes, I suppose I am better off out of it.] He sighed, foul smelling breath spreading out across the silvery mists that buffeted him as he floated, aimlessly. The Astral itself was trembling, constant waves of pressure coming down from the mythical highest Astral. [I had a good run, twenty years of delightful prey. If only I had not tried to poach that delectable little one from that Demon Earl… oh well, I was lucky to get away at all…]

Gu’vex’ue shuddered. Eating mages and warriors with bright, powerful spirits was a delight, but he had seen that royal girl, lineage bred for many generations to inherit a pure strain of power, and … well, who could have resisted the urge to feast? Not Gu’vex’ue, that was for sure! Sadly, one of the wings for the Demon army had also been trying to secure said royal, and Gu’vex’ue had clashed hard with them. Some Demons had screamed as they slipped down his gullet, but trying to take on an Earl… well, just look at Gu’vex’ue now, to see how that ended. [If only I could find a virgin world to recuperate in. The competition in others is too fierce, and I am far from my best right now. Oh, all that shaking is hurting my injuries.]

The Astral was convulsing more and more, before a massive detonation, far, far, far distant split the dark-light of the lower Astral, revealing for a moment a glimpse at the glory of the higher Territories…

[Uhh, so strong…] Gu’vex’ue was swept away by the blast waves, his diminished strength far from enough to resist the shockwaves of apocalyptic battles above. As he was pushed down through the lower Astral, past other creatures who were likewise hurled from their nests by the turbulence, he managed to snag a weaker creature, snacking on it even as it squealed and tried to escape.

[Not bad. Fills my stomach at least. Still, I wonder where I will end up? I hope wherever it is there are tender things to eat…]

Gu’vex’ue closed his remaining eye, letting his meal digest. Below him the eddies of the lower Astral started to ebb away, revealing the ether-poor shadow of a Boundary, mists pushed aside by the blasts…


One Hundred And Forty-Six


“Are you feeling better?” I asked Eri as we sat on the subway train, a few other passengers such as salarymen who worked late or people heading out to party dotted around the mostly empty carriages. In response she gave me a wan smile, dark eyes serious.

“I’m all right, I guess. I’m not good with strangers, especially… well, you heard her. Nichibotsu Technology!” Eri’s voice rose a little at the end there, causing her to flush in embarrassment when a couple of the passengers looked over at us.

“Seriously.” She lowered her voice. “It’s been one crazy thing after another today. I can’t take all the shocks.”

“Is this Nichibotsu such a big-big matter?” Shaeula titled her head in puzzlement. “Are we not-not wealthy ourselves now?”

“We have money sure, but compared to Nichibotsu Technology, we are nothing.” Eri insisted. “They are a global company, one of the top electronics manufacturers worldwide. Even most of the TV’s and other equipment at our school is Nichibotsu brand. And she’s in the owning family… she must be very rich.”

“I see.” Shaeula nodded in understanding. “Eri, you need to be more composed. As first wife, you should not-not shrink from others, but stand tall-tall and proud!”

Listening to the conversation relaxed me, as I pondered my decisions. It was a real risk announcing ourselves like that, but I tried to mitigate it as much as possible. Still, if we could get allies like such a big company, or the… the nobility, I guess… behind them, well… It would open up a whole world of possibilities for us. On the other hand, handling it badly could have disastrous consequences. Still, who knew that we had noble families in Japan even now, existing behind the scenes? I suppose if we have a shrine faction, a noble faction makes sense too…

“I really didn’t like the way that Fukumoto-sama was looking at Akio…” Eri pouted, having finished lauding her company to Shaeula. “… come to think of it, you aren’t brainwashing all the women around you, are you Akio? I mean, I know I love everything about you, I always have, but the way she was staring at you with a red face and moist eyes… it wasn’t normal. You do have a high Charm stat, don’t you?”

“Fukumoto-sama?” Shaeula snorted, annoying Eri a little.

“No, Charm doesn’t brainwash people, according to the description.” In fact, since Self-Examination reached Rank 6 I had further information on it, so I read it out to Eri quietly.

Charm- The ability to attract others revealed. Charm will increase the attraction others feel towards you, people will view you in a more favourable light, and are more likely to offer you affection. Charm will enhance the affect of attributes the beholder will find favourable, and slightly mitigate the aspects of one’s self that the beholder finds off-putting or undesirable.


“You see?” I said after I had finished. “All it does is enhance what is already there. So it’s not really any kind of mind control. I suppose it’s like how you can appeal more if you change your hairstyle or get in shape. Just that it functions all the time.”

“Besides, you have Charm yourself, do you not-not Eri?” Shaeula smirked. “So do not-not blame Akio for being so attractive. It would be base hypocrisy.”

“Yeah but… Akio has filled out with muscle and takes better care of himself. He’s already stupidly handsome, so when you put Charm on top of that… what happens if Fukumoto-sama… err Fukumoto-san really has fallen for him? We can’t compete with that…”

Damn, her lack of confidence is showing again. I thought she was getting over that… Pulling her into an embrace and patting her head I reassured her. “What do you mean you can’t compete? You and Shaeula have way more to offer than her. And as for wealth… sure, right now we don’t measure up, but a month ago I was living on cup ramen in a dingy one room apartment, and now look at me. Wealth we can and will acquire. But the bonds, the love we share… that’s priceless and irreplaceable.”

Shaeula looked away, red-faced and embarrassed, and Eri snuggled into my arms, face also flaming crimson. Damn, the two of them are super gorgeous. I mean, yeah, that Fukumoto girl was hot too, but I’m already over my limit for fiancées, so they don’t have to worry.

“That-that reminds me.” Shaeula changed the subject to hide her embarrassment. “You handled these nobles…” She scoffed at that, probably due to being a princess herself. “… rather differently to Kana and her shrine.”

“Yeah, it’s a difference in power balance.” I explained. “The shrines aren’t powerhouses like Nichibotsu. If we handled them carelessly, they could use their power, position and prestige to force us to do what they want, without any gain for us. Or worse.” I didn’t want to think about it, but with that sort of wealth… well, they could probably have us disappear if they wanted. For now anyway. That’s why we need to make strong allies in various influential fields. It starts with the shrines and temples, but if we can use this opportunity without being exploited…

After that we discussed our plans, until we reached the hotel my family (and Eri’s too) were staying at. At the door I kissed her goodnight, and she responded greedily, probably worried about the events at the meal. As we parted, a wet string of saliva connecting our mouths, she looked at me shyly. “Despite everything, I’ve had an amazing day, Akio. Thanks to you too, Shaeula. And now I can be a proper fiancée, doing everything I should. I can even support you in that strange world too. Anyway, are you sure you won’t come in and see everyone? They should still be awake.”

“No, I’ll be back tomorrow before you all head back to Nishimorioka. I’ll spend some time with everyone then. Tonight I have to make some gear and get prepped for our big attack. So you have a good night, and… well, I bet Aiko will bug you about just what went on, but… sorry, you know what my little sis is like.”

Eri giggled at that. We exchanged another kiss, further goodbyes, and Eri then entered the hotel. Knowing that she was home safely, I turned to Shaeula, who was looking at me, face upturned. Damn, I get it. I’m not a fool.

After kissing Shaeula as well, I spoke. “All right then. Let’s go home. We have a lot to do tonight. No rest for us I’m afraid.”
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“Keh-keh-keh. That is truly fascinating.” Ixitt choked out, eyes bright as he observed my repairs to Shaeula’s broken pinwheel. My Ether Crafting was getting smoother and more practised, and tasks I had done before, such as making the bluesteel wires, progressed to completion at a significantly faster pace.

Shaeula ran her own eyes over the pinwheel, before sending wind energy into the wires and blades, allowing it to fly through the air in all directions, twisting and turning at sharp angles, leaving green afterimages behind it. “It works perfectly. Still, I would expect nothing less-less from you, Akio.”

I’ve noticed she’s not called me master once since… well since we got engaged, I guess. It makes sense, and I didn’t want to be called master at all really, but… I kind of miss it. Just a little.

In addition I had fixed up the dents and missing scales in her armour, and while I was doing it I felt a bit creative, so I inlaid it with some silver and copper we had left over from the Kobolds’ bounty, giving it a more regal feeling. It was largely useless, merely cosmetic, but the pleased look she gave me made it worth it. I also ran maintenance on her batteries, making sure they were in working order. Of course, doing so had used up most of my remaining bluesteel, including a chunk of what I had salvaged from my own destroyed equipment, so I had to do without.

“This bluesteel is, keh-keh, quite the useful material. Keh.” Ixitt looked at the powder and small fragments that was all that remained. “Kobolds are not, keh-keh, well-regarded in the Seelie Court, so bluesteel is, keh-keh, quite rare. I see many uses though. Keh-keh-keh.”

I see where this is going. “You want the leftovers, right?” I asked, and he nodded, delighted I understood him. He then asked me to fill it with flame and wind energy, which I thought was a bit cheeky, but I nonetheless obliged.

“Keh-keh-keh. Most excellent, I can see a way to use this, that... keh... will be most productive! Keh-keh, I envy you, princess. Getting to walk the, keh, mortal plane and see such intriguing ideas. Why if I was, keh-keh, able to do so as well, my mortal engineering would... keh... surely soar to new heights!”

Ixitt waxed lyrical about the delights of mortal ingenuity while I put him aside, thinking about my next task. I promised to make Eri some weapons so she would be safer when she enters the Boundary. Damn, really, I still think it’s a mistake. I could Level her up to her cap quite easily when I visit her for her birthday in a couple of weeks. There’s no need to put herself in danger right now. But… It probably wasn’t about whether it was necessary or not. Eri was trying to change, be braver, and as a marriage was a partnership, I had to allow her to spread her wings when she needed to. Of course, I’ll be massively overprotective and make sure she’s as safe as possible…

To that end I managed to create a pair of steel swords, one a rapier type, the other a sabre, as they seemed the easiest to use, and weren’t too heavy, being sized to Eri. I also made her a suit of light chainmail, and for that I had to guess the size, although… yeah, I still remember the shape of her body from earlier… in fact, I doubt I’ll ever forget her and Shaeula in my arms.

“That looks suitable.” Shaeula approved as she inspected my crafts. “Eri will be delighted to receive your gifts.”

“Yeah, but I still don’t know why we keep hold of certain items when we leave and return to the Boundary. It isn’t like we are using an item box or dimensional storage.” That gave me an idea. “Ixitt, do you know?”

Ixitt shrugged, tail lashing behind him in exasperation. “I fear, keh, that I do not. Though I would be more than happy to experiment. Keh-keh-keh!” His coughing became more fierce, bloody phlegm spraying from his burned throat. Shaeula looked at him with disgust and even I took a step back. “Should you grace me with... keh-keh... the ability to walk, keh-keh, the Material realm as does the princess, I shall, keh-keh-keh, put my all into finding the answer.”

Sorry, but you aren’t a priority. However… “I’m afraid it takes quite a commitment in ether to allow one of the Fae to walk the mortal world unencumbered. And sadly, I have plans on who to choose next.”

At my words his face twitched, but I offered a compromise. “Still, if you can find a way to bring me the ether yourself, I can be persuaded to allow it. Although to prevent problems in the Material you’ll have to behave.”

“I see.” He nodded, tail whipping ferociously as he thought. “Those Spires, they pull, keh-keh, down Ether from the higher reaches of the Astral. Keh-keh. Can I make artificial ones, or… maybe Etherites… keh-keh-keh!” As he started musing on what works he could perform, Shaeula leaned in and whispered to me, her hot breath tickling my ear.

“Are you sure-sure that is wise? That ratkin seems rather unbalanced if you ask me.”

I held in a laugh, and at her knowing look it burst free. Once I had finished chuckling, I shook my head. “True, but I’m very curious about Mortal Engineering. Combining Fae and human technology could be a real winner. But I doubt he’ll come up with a way to raise at least fifty-thousand ether anyway… still, enough of that. We need to meet with Ulfuric now.” Scooping up Eri’s new gear, putting aside the question of how it travelled with us, we headed off in search of the badgerkin…
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“So, we have kept all our forces out of sight behind these salt wards, since the enemy has effective scouts in these ghosts.” Ulfuric rumbled, looking at the map of the area that we had sculpted. “There is no merit in allowing the enemy to learn of our improved circumstances, princess, consort.”

“Yeah, the element of surprise is key. We want to break through fast and hard.” I agreed. “As to the point of attack…”

“While it is tempting to engage one of the weaker areas, I suggest we attack here.” Ulfuric pointed to the shrine at the back of the enemy Territory. “Your probing has allowed us to understand the defences, and there are several points where there is cover against enemy fire.”

Yeah, denying the enemy the chance to use those beetle-men and siege beetles makes sense, plus… There was something going on there, from the information Karen-chan had gathered. It shouldn’t be the heart of the Territory judging by its position and the rest of the sprawl, but even so… The quickest way would be to destroy the enemy Anchor, of course.

“As for the specifics...” Ulfuric continued, and I found it reassuring to have someone so practised in command in our corner. It really took the pressure off me. “… Grulgor and his Trolls are largely unmanageable, so I suggest that we allow them to draw attention with their usual rampages. As for our forces, we can swing wide here…”

Yeah, tonight we rest up for the big day. Once I’ve seen Eri and our families off to the station, then it’s time to settle this once and for all. Shaeula was also looking resolute, showing off her dignity as a princess in front of her new kin. Once the threat to the north is gone, we can finally think about our next expansion…


One Hundred And Forty-Seven


“Well, my little Eri seemed to be in a great mood when she came back last night.” auntie Mori said jovially, uncle nodding along beside her. “And that dress was beautiful. Are you sure you should be spending so recklessly? I can understand why you’d like to see my baby girl all dressed up, but you are going to be the provider, so you need to be prudent.”

“Indeed.” My father agreed. “Still, Junpei and I did discuss this with him. I trust my son is not such a fool that he would squander this rare opportunity he has gained.”

Well, thanks for supporting me father, but as always, the way you say it leaves me feeling kind of bad… “Yes, you and uncle gave me quite the grilling on my future plans and prospects. But trust me, I’ve got everything in hand. Besides, Eri can use the dress for graduation too, so it’s hardly a waste.”

“Oh, I can see it now.” My mom grinned, exchanging a look with auntie. “She’ll be the prettiest girl there.”

“Oh thanks mom. What am I, some troll?” Aiko pouted. She was leading Eri and Shaeula to the other room I had rented for them, but was still in earshot and protested, half-joking.

“Don’t be like that, Ai.” Mom giggled, playing along. “You know you are a beauty too, just like me. But you have to admit, Eri did look very pretty in that dress. Sadly you can’t expect your brother to buy you one. After all, he may love you a lot, Ai, but there’s a big difference between a sister and a lover, isn’t there?”

“Hmph.” Aiko pouted. “I guess so. But…” She looked my way, blue eyes bright. “… big bro, if I succeed in that training, you’ll treat me to a dress too, right? As a reward? I don’t feel good losing to Eri…”

“Training?” Mom cocked her head, and father looked interested. Seriously, not in public. Sometimes you can be a bit of an airhead…

“It’s just something for the future. You know Aiko is interested in a sports university, right? Well, I asked around a bit with some contacts and got some ideas on what she can do to improve her chances of getting into a decent one. Anyway, little sis, why don’t you go chat with Eri and Shaeula, leave the boring talk to us grownups?” Yeah, that should help us dodge the bullet there…

Aiko rewarded my quick wit with a teehee-pero, winking at me while sticking out her tongue and knocking her head. It was cute, but something that girls only did in anime, so it came across as rather mocking. Still, she grabbed Eri and Shaeula by their arms, ushering them into the other room. “Come on you two. I need to hear all about just what…” She shut the door, cutting the sound, but if I concentrated my ears were good enough to still pick up their words. “… happened. I can’t believe that my bro is a two-timer. Even if it’s for the best, I think, I still can’t believe it. Wow, now you’ll both be my sisters. That’s pretty hot…”

Damn, I’m feeling embarrassed just listening to her gibberish. Sometimes I worry for my sister's future…

“So, anyway…” auntie was asking me. “A woman can tell. You and little Eri, you had fun, right?” As she smirked, I looked away blushing.

“I don’t think that’s the sort of thing we should be talking about right now.” I tried to change the subject, embarrassed.

“Oh. Don’t worry. Eri is on that medication now, so there’s no worry about the future. Though I’m really looking forwards to our grandchildren. Aren’t you, Emi?”

“Oh yes, definitely. And at least we know with Aki and Eri as parents, the kids will definitely be cute! I hope it’s a girl, girls are so adorable. But then… hmm, Taichi, I know you’d like a grandson, wouldn’t you…?”

As my parents and Eri’s family subjected me to the torment of this extremely mortifying conversation, I shoved my embarrassment deep down inside and nodded along, making appropriate noises, while listening to the conversation in the other room as a distraction.

“Wow wow wowowowowowowow! My mind is blown!” Aiko was gibbering. “Both of you together? Seriously. Wow. Just… wow. I was dying of embarrassment just listening to your time, Eri. I can’t imagine how you managed to do it together…”

“It was embarrassing. It was.” Eri said, and though I couldn’t see her right now, I had to imagine she was flaming red. “But… I guess it’s okay. I’ll get used to it.”

“Really? I found it most-most fun.” Shaeula disagreed. “After all, we both love the same worthy male, so we shall be together long. Such activities are best-best shared, to form bonds. Besides, you were very-very cute as Akio showed you his love, Eri.”

“Shaeula, don’t… I’m shy…” Eri yelped, and my sister's laughter drowned them out. When she calmed down, she asked a question.

“Oh yeah, Shaeula, show me your ring. You weren’t wearing it, but I bet you have it.”

“Of course. I shall go-go nowhere without it.” Shaeula answered.

“… so, what are your plans for now then?” uncle was asking as my mother and auntie were still going on about grandchildren.

“I’ve got a very important job right now, which Shaeula and I will be getting stuck into as soon as we see you all off. If it succeeds, well, it’ll open up a lot more doors to us, which means my future is more secure. And make no mistake I have every intention of succeeding. Anyway, I aim to have it wrapped up before Eri’s birthday, so I can visit in peace.”

“To think we could hardly ever get you to visit. I guess we aren’t as enticing as your fiancée.” mom smirked. I made more small talk, dying a little inside at their gentle mockery, when something Shaeula said really perked up my interest.

“… have grown far more skilled after adjusting Eri, so I believe I can-can improve your Chakra network, making it easier for you to train.”

“If you can, that’s great. When Eri told me you and my bro managed to fix her so she can finally stand on her own, I was so jealous. Damn, why isn’t life fair? I mean, I’m making progress, but still…”

“There is-is always the easy way…” Shaeula began, only to yelp, her words cut off.

“That joke is very old now, Shaeula. I’m pulling rank and forbidding it.” Eri warned.

“Wow, that’s some serious lead wife power there. You’ve grown, Eri!” my sis laughed.

“I shall-shall be serious.” Shaeula promised. “Aiko, lie on the bed and remove your shirt. I shall make-make adjustments and strengthen your pathways. The only-only issue is whether to construct around the lunar Chakra…” Shaeula paused. “After observing Kana and others with my Eyes, I am forced-forced to admit the truth. Mortals do not-not have lunar Chakras naturally. And forcing Akio nearly killed him.”

“But Eri has one, doesn't she?” Aiko asked. “And if I don’t have one, I’ll never be as strong as you both, right?”

“I can not-not say it is impossible you will surpass us, but the lunar Chakra is linked to many powers, so you will face much-much hardship.”

“In that case…” I could hear tension in her voice. “… I’ll take the risk, and have faith in you, Shaeula. Work your magic, or whatever, and if… if I’m hurt, or even die… well…”

“No, Aiko, you can’t talk like that!” I heard a muffled thump, and guessed that Eri had hugged my sister. “No-one will be happy if you are hurt. You don’t have to risk…”

“I do have to risk it.” My sis disagreed. “I’m not going to be left behind. Besides…” Her voice dropped, and not even I could hear what she said next, but Eri and Shaeula gasped in surprise.

“If the worst happens… it would not-not be guaranteed, but…” Shaeula trailed off.

“Oh Aiko. You fool.” Eri sighed.

“In any case, I shall begin. This may feel… uncomfortable, but bear-bear it.”

Ten minutes later the girls emerged, and Aiko was flushed, walking a bit unsteadily. Still, she flashed me a smile and a thumbs-up, before starting to talk to uncle and auntie.

“Do you not-not have something you need to do with Eri?” Shaeula asked, and I remembered. “I shall keep your parents company.”

“Yeah, Eri, can you come with me back into the room for a minute?” I asked, and she nodded.

“You don’t have time for that, Aki.” my mom teased me, and I stammered a response.

“No way, it isn’t that. I just wanted a quick private talk is all.”

“I do not think it is appropriate to joke about such matters, even if they do have such a relationship.” My father disapproved, and mom apologised insincerely, winking at us. Shaeula struck up a conversation, and I led Eri into the room, closing the door once more.

“So, did Shaeula charge you up?” I asked, and Eri nodded, looking distracted. “Hey, what’s up? You seem out of sorts.”

“It’s nothing… it’s just… Aiko, she… never mind. She trusts Shaeula, and I do too. It’ll all work out. So, I’m ready.” Eri seemed eager to put into practice the method to enter the Boundary without aid that Shaeula had taught her.

“All right. Well, I don’t know how dangerous this place is in the Boundary, so I’ll go first. It’s just a quick handover anyway.” Lying on top of the bed I held Eri’s hand and quickly entered.

Once I was in the Boundary, I looked around. It wasn’t actually too bad, though in the dark corners of the room large rats were scuttling. Still, a quick sweep of wind blades dealt with those. A few minutes later Eri appeared, blinking in surprise. Her dour expression then broke, becoming a beaming smile. Turning to me she raced over and clutched my hands, looking me in the eyes. “I did it! Akio, I did it!”

“You sure did.” I kissed her fiercely. When we separated I pulled her into a hug. “Still, Shaeula spared the aether, so until you gather it all yourself and enter, it isn’t a true success.”

“Meanie.” Eri joked, kissing me again.

“All right, we don’t have too long, or our parents will get suspicious.” I pulled out the chainmail dress I had made. “Pop this on.”

Eri tugged it over her clothes, the metal rings clinking musically. “Hmm, it’s a bit heavy, but I can manage.”

“You think that for now, but it’ll sap your strength quickly unless you get stronger.” I warned. “Still, you have to stay safe. Growing stronger is meaningless if you are hurt.”

“I will, I promise. I’m just glad you trust me, and are willing to let me make my own decisions.”

“I love you, so of course I want you to grow as a person. And to that end…” I produced the two swords, rapier and sabre. Handing them over to Eri I explained that she would need to hold onto these when she left the Boundary so they would travel with her to Nishimorioka.

“I feel so cool.” Eri marvelled, taking a few practice swings and thrusts. “Like a superhero.”

“One day, you will be.” I promised. “But until then, safety first!”

With that we left the Boundary, and after we awoke we kissed again, our farewell kiss for now. Leaving the room we were greeted by auntie leering at us playfully.

“Here comes the two lovebirds. Finished your kissing and hugging?”

“How did you…” Eri began, surprised and blushing, but everyone merely laughed.

“We didn’t, but now we do, Eri dear.” my mom laughed. After the merriment died down, we finally set off for the station.

“I’m looking forward to seeing you soon, bro.” Aiko smiled. “You too Shaeula. I’ll be sure to train well, so that we never need to worry about that…”

“I believe you shall.” Shaeula agreed.

“Oh, be sure to tell those two what I said.” I reminded Eri, and she snorted, unable to control her laughter. My sis looked puzzled and asked what that was about, but Eri merely deflected the question.

“Oh, it’s a… personal… matter. You’ll see soon enough. I think you might enjoy it.”

“We’ll have a big party for Eri’s birthday. It’ll be a lot of fun. But the best gift she’ll have is you being there.” uncle said, and I agreed. We exchanged further goodbyes, and as they departed on the train I turned to Shaeula.

“All right then. Time to settle our affairs. Ulfuric should have everyone ready, so it's time to deal with our enemy once and for all.”

Shaeula nodded. “Indeed. I can hardly wait-wait to have our revenge on that spectral witch. She may have driven me off last time, but this time I shall show her no-no mercy!”


One Hundred And Forty-Eight


We marched through the Boundary, the quiet sounds of Tillyae’s musicians surrounding us, calling on the wind to mask our presence, muting the sounds we gave off and distorting the air around us, making us harder to see. The route we had taken to arrive at the back of the enemy Territory was quite circuitous, taking us through uncharted parts of the Boundary, and while we had come across hostile natives, they had been quickly put down by our host, earning us ether, which we used some of to make sure we were fully topped up with aether, ready to fight.

“It’s nice to have music, isn't it?” I asked. The sounds were classical in nature, although rather… well, Fae, for want of a better word.

“Indeed, I do appreciate it.” Shaeula agreed. “It reminds me of home, the Seelie Court. However….” She paused, grinning. “I do-do think it would be nice to perform some of my favourite mortal songs. That theme from my anime would be quite-quite splendid…”

The thought of a group of weaselkin musicians playing the opening to a magical girl anime was quite the amusing one, in response I reached out and patted her head, and Shaeula leaned into it, making happy noises. Ixitt burst out in hacking laughter at the scene, while Ulfuric merely raised one brow sardonically.

“You seem in good humour, princess.” he observed.

“And why would I not-not be?” She answered. “I am closer to Akio than ever, I have made peace with Eri and come-come to an arrangement. I even had the pleasure of seeing my idiot brother again. Though should his attitude to Akio not-not improve, I shall have no-no hesitation in punishing him. That reminds me…” Her gaze was steely, her amber eyes hard. “I would ask your assistance, Master Ulfuric. When time comes-comes to convince my father to accept my marriage, I would ask your support. We have three moons to show our strength, and I believe together we can-can do it.”

“I fear I must reserve judgement on that, princess.” Ulfuric shook his head. “Before I could endorse your choice of consort, I shall need to see his true character. Still, so far I am not displeased.”

“I guess I’ll have to step up then. Because there is no way I’m ever giving up on Shaeula now.” As she blushed at my comment, I turned my attention to the near-invisible wall of the enemy Territory that was some few hundred metres distant from us. “And to make a start, we need to make sure our Territory is safe from all threats. Are we ready?”

“Indeed.” Shaeula was pumped up. “Grulgor and his Trolls are useful for causing trouble and not-not dying, if nothing else.”

I notice she’s been a bit nicer to Grulgor ever since he stood up for her against Ulfuric. It’s good they are getting along, at least a bit…

We hadn’t seen any spectral scouts, so our attack should be unnoticed, at least initially. Ulfuric turned to the weaselkin mages and the Kamaitachi beside them. “Prepare for bombardment. Musicians, play song of the tempest.”

Tillyae waved her conducting stick, and the music changed, swelling, becoming booming and wild. The wind energy around the mages swelled, green light rising from them in wisps. Yeah, musicians seem to be like bards in MMO’s. Buffing and debuffing. Plus they can entertain in times of peace…

“Attack.” Ulfuric ordered, and with that the mages unleashed their blasts of wind, huge bursts of jade energy rocketing forwards, twisting winds making it hard to stand. The impacts splashed against the barrier, detonating with a thunderous roar. The barrier shivered and shrank inwards, while the roads and walls outside the barrier exploded, torn up shards of stone and metal hurled out like shrapnel in all directions.

“Damn, that was something…” I said, my ears ringing. “The barrier can’t take much more of that, I bet.” We had experience with such barriers, and while a Rank two Territory could withstand several powerful attacks such as Wyrm Breath or Foehn, it would collapse soon enough if pressured…

“Continue.” Ulfuric ordered, and after a few minutes to recharge, the bombardment recommenced. This time several shards of wind energy managed to penetrate the quivering barrier, slicing gouges through the streets within.

“Another push should do it. Still… this isn’t subtle.” I remarked, and Shaeula nodded, scanning the Boundary ahead with her Mystic Eyes.

“They are coming. Those beetle-men. Yet this time we shall not-not be deterred.”

“Shield wall!” Ulfuric growled, and a score of weaselkin warriors in armour formed a barrier in front of us, interlocking their heavy silver and bronze shields. As the beetles came into view, carapaces glittering in bronze and green under the light of the Boundary, I assessed their numbers. More than before. A score or so…

“I see experience points!” Shaeula smiled at me sweetly. Damn, so cute.

The beetles formed up behind the barrier and started returning our attacks, vicious blades of wind sailing towards us. Shaeula merely waved one hand and unleashed her own counter. “Foehn. Your wind shall answer to me!”

Light of various shades of green clashed, the attacks flying in our direction sucked into the gale Shaeula had unleashed. The merged winds then slammed into the barrier, followed by a third barrage from the mages. With a screeching of breaking glass the barrier shattered, wind cascading over the front rank of the beetles, knocking them back, scattering them.

“Musicians, song of defence. Shield wall, advance!” Ulfuric shouted. The music changed again, and the warriors advanced in lockstep, pushing towards the now-open Territory. “Archers, bring them down!”

Arrows were launched in a rain at the beetles, though their wind-reinforced carapaces deflected or shattered most of the incoming flights. Next to us there was a crackle of bright energy, and the head of one beetle exploded.

“Keh-keh-keh. My bolt launcher is no mere bow.” Ixitt boasted, winding a series of cogs to reload a heavy metal spearhead into the clockwork weapon.

“I shall not-not be outdone.” Shaeula promised. “Foehn, drain them dry!” Her yukata fluttered around her as her wind raced outwards. The carapaces of the beetles were drained, and suddenly arrows started penetrating, several of them falling. “And burst!” she commanded, the stolen energy detonating as a windy nova, shredding a half-dozen more beetles apart. “Ah, I grow stronger at last-last!” Shaeula crowed. “Perhaps soon I shall be able to match you, Master Ulfuric.”

“Beware of arrogance, princess. Power gained easily is not mastered, and it is not your power, not truly.”

“It is Akio’s power, therefore it is-is my power.” Shaeula disagreed, unleashing her wind-weasels, which greedily chomped through carapace, chitin and the flesh beneath, dropping more of the beetles. “Of course, I shall remain humble.”

Sure you will. You have many good qualities, but humility isn’t one of them!

Ether was scattering from the corpses, but the Territory was absorbing it. As our troops moved behind the shield wall, bolts of aetheric light began to bombard us. Under reinforcement songs the shields held, though they quickly began to deform under the repeated impacts, staggering the weaselkin who bore them.

“Their Defensive Emplacements are a problem. Shaeula, we are up. Ulfuric, handle the advance.”

Ulfuric barked more orders, moving the forces into defensive positions. Shaeula and I pushed forwards, racing past the last beetles who were blasted apart by mages or sliced into pieces by Kamaitachi. Immediately the Territory resisted us, drawing aether from our bodies slowly. Still, each time we face this, we are stronger.

A bright gleam flickered in the distance and I leapt to one side, picking up Shaeula as I went. The sniper blast tore past us, pulverising stone. More aetheric bolts were showering down on us, and following the direction with my eyes, I spotted some strange, fleshy growths, topped with crystals. Light flickered within, and with a scattering of sludge, rainbow light flared and more bolts flew our way.

“I much-much prefer our Territory. If all our Buildings were so disgusting, I would never-never wish to sit on the Throne.” Shaeula complained. “I shall purge them.” Her weasel-snakes grew once more, this time containing the citrine glow of flame. They surged through the air, and sank fangs of wind and fire into the bulbous, putrid outcroppings. The smell of burned flesh was sickening, but quickly the serpents burrowed within and detonated, flesh igniting and crystals shattering. Ether was scattered, and we closed in, grabbing as much of it as we could.

With the incoming fire now reduced, our forces were entering the area under the barrier. The weaselkin slowed, strength leaving them, their once-smooth and practised march faltering. “Song of resistance!” was the cry, and the effect was mitigated somewhat, although not entirely suppressed.

“We need to keep pushing!” I started to race deeper towards the area that should have held Hisuikomushi shrine. Moments later the heavy tread of many feet was heard, as floods of Orcs dozens, no, hundreds, strong began to pour through the streets towards us.

Well, expecting Grulgor and his Trolls to distract them over us was always going to be a fantasy long-term. But we are in, so I guess he did a good job. And since the barrier is shattered, he might even be rampaging elsewhere…

“Shaeula, try and save your flame. But other than that, let’s go.” I swept the streets in front of us with fine wires of wind, and Shaeula unleashed her pinwheels. Orcs began to fall, and behind us our mages and archers joined in, slaughtering the leaderless foes. Massive beetles joined them however, the siege-beetles we had encountered before lumbering through the carnage, or clambering over buildings, crushing them underfoot.

One beetle was poised to leap onto us when the ground erupted, sharp spears of stone rippling from the ground and piercing its vulnerable underbelly, viscous fluids gushing free as its own weight forced it onto the spires. It let out a mournful cry and shattered to ether, before Ulfuric joined us, rock bullets spraying into the mass of Orcs, easily shattering bones of the lightly armoured ones.

“I grow stronger still.” Shaeula laughed, her pinwheels dazzling as they danced. Using Foehn she robbed the beetles of their protection, and with a damp whine several of the huge brutes were dissected. Others fell to the spears and blades of the weaselkin, though not before impaling or crushing some to death.

“We clearly have the advantage, however we are still taking casualties.” Ulfuric warned, and indeed, faint glowing orbs of light were forming around Shaeula, and I could feel the slight drain on my aether from new spirits of fallen kin.

Orc archers had formed up and were engaging with our own archers, only for one squad to literally… explode… as Ixitt unleashed a mist of flammable powders which detonated spectacularly. Body parts rained down around us along with ether. Ixitt then staggered backwards as aether bolts flew his way, other Defensive Emplacements zeroing in on him.

There. I spotted another pair of the disgusting turrets, but before I could say so Ulfuric had ordered the mages to bombard the area, and they were eliminated, leaving behind a massive crater.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Thirty-four to Thirty-five.


Great, it isn’t just Shaeula who is getting stronger. My spear danced and thrust, far faster than the Orcs could respond, and soon we had cut a path through, the whole battle so far only taking minutes. Ulfuric swung his mace, clashing with a sniper bolt, cuts left across his bare arms and face. Even so, he did not let his injuries slow him, still barking orders as our weaselkin rounded up and massacred the remaining enemies.

“The shrine is up ahead!” I observed, only to be forced to dodge a blast of aether, this one discharged by a Defensive Emplacement that looked rather different. It was like a red-brick chimney, only with a silver orb floating above it. Strange. Though it needs to be destroyed, no matter what it looks like.

Ixitt tossed another batch of explosives and the bricks shattered, spewing ether. As the pillar it was on collapsed, it pulled down a decorated torii gate, making me feel guilty, so I quickly muttered a prayer to the Kami of the shrine, hoping for forgiveness. As if my words were denied, a shadow passed over me, and a colossal beetle started descending the steps up to the shrine, crashing through the gates, scattering red, green and gold rubble in its wake. It was accompanied by a half-dozen beetles and beetle-men wearing vestments and carrying strange objects, very reminiscent of…

It's just like Shirohebizumi shrine. Which means… I looked up at the beetle again, noticing the gold studs that were inserted into its chitin, tied with scarlet and jade ribbons. Huge shimenawa ropes were tied across the carapace, and a strange crown adorned the head, bronze metal gleaming.

“Well shit. That’s a Kami, right? I’m not down for killing Gods…” I muttered, and Shaeula gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. Before we could form a plan of action, something even stranger happened. A ragged, emaciated old man in dirty priest robes poked his head over the shell of the Kami, dark eyes desperate. “I don’t know who you are, but you should go. Flee! I don’t want to have to kill you all!”


One Hundred And Forty-Nine


Ilooked up at the priest, puzzled. He was clearly human, another potential Astral Emperor, no doubt, but he seemed, for want of a better word… defeated. Not at all what I expected our opponent to look like, considering the power of his Territory.

“I suggest you surrender.” I countered, dodging as the colossal beetle slammed one leg that was as thick as my torso down where I was standing a moment before, the chitin ripping out a chunk of the steps, showering me with gravel. As another leg swept towards me I retaliated, wind slamming into it, knocking it back for a moment before shining jade patterns ran over the carapace, dispersing my offensive harmlessly.

“Seriously, we have you massively outnumbered, and if we have to, we won’t show mercy!” The ground underneath the massive beetle churned, Ulfuric manipulating it with the ruby glow of earth energies, and several legs were snared, stone melted like tar rising up to cover the lower body of the Kami.

Even as Ulfuric was trapping the huge beetle, Shaeula was leading the attack on the others, her pinwheels darting about, not striking fatal blows, but herding them together, away from the deadly wires.

“You don’t understand.” The priest said desperately, raising his hand and launching a cloud of thumb-sized flying beetles at us, their buzzing cries and clicking jaws like a million cicadas. The black swarm darted down towards us, hungry to strip us to the bone, but a flash of citrine flame erupted, Shaeula scorching the tide, killing many, scattering the rest.

“You think I want this?” The priest tore at his hair, clumps coming free, which looked painful. “I didn’t ask for this, and worse… I had no way to resist her. She’s coming, and when she gets here you’ll die, if you are lucky. Flee, fools. Worse if he comes too. The pain…” His gaze floated over to Shaeula, and he winced. “… he’ll like you, girl. Best you die here before he gets his hands on you. I’ll show you that mercy at least. Otherwise my soul will never find peace, if it is ever released from this bondage.”

The beetle was again covered in shining emerald pictograms, and with a huge effort it tore free from its binds. Drawing in the surrounding ether that the battles had generated, it started forming a ball of rushing winds, expanding and growing until it was the size of a boulder. My skin was stinging from the pressure, and it was hard to see as dust and debris were dragged into the swirling maelstrom.

“I fear there is more-more to this than we had considered.” Shaeula mused, unworried by his dire warnings. “He does not-not seem to be our true foe. We must gather information quickly, lest we misstep.” To that end Shaeula unleashed her Foehn once more, and the greedy breath ensnared the green torrent. Shaeula’s eyes were burning bright amber, illuminating the gloom, and she let out an exclamation as she observed the foes we were facing. “I see-see. So that is it.”

“What is it?” I asked, dodging a slashing blow from a ceremonial fan wielded by one of the beetle-men. It didn’t look dangerous, but I was getting an idea that if it hit me I wouldn’t get off unscathed. Dropping under the blow I used my spear to trip the servant of the Kami, and as it hit the pavement hard I noticed it too had some sort of gleaming stud like the kami sported, only this one was a dirty brown-silver colour, and around it were traces of dried ichor.

“Up above.” Ulfuric shouted, and my gaze left the fallen beetle, to see several of the ghost women floating high in the sky, looking down on us. “Can you deal with them?”

Before I could answer, Shaeula finished her move, Foehn consuming the wind, which she funnelled into another of her unique winds. Energy gushed out, stronger than ever, and she shouted a single word. “Halt!”

With her order movement ceased, the six lesser beetles stumbling to a stop. Even the priest and the larger beetle Kami were frozen, though they immediately strained against the order, two conflicting commands clashing. The Kami thrashed, nearly striking Shaeula with an errant leg, while the priest bled silver and red from his eyes, bile bubbling from his throat. He clutched at his chest, tearing at the cloth, and underneath I could see…

Ugh, that’s ugly. A metal spike was sticking out of his torso, rusted and dark with gore. Around the inflamed wound ran lines of silvery metal, which were sinking into his body like some kind of vile parasite. Just like the… Bending down, the beetle I had overthrown was motionless, so I used the tip of my spear to lever at the stud I had spotted. The beetle shrilled out in pained protest, but moments later the spike popped free. It was a nail.

“I see you have grasped my intent. I would expect no-no less from you, Akio.” Shaeula grinned. “They have been bound-bound by the vilest arts I have ever seen. It rivals the Unseelie for callous disregard for life.”

She had pulled her dagger of light and was using it to pry free a nail in another of the Kami’s attendants. It sizzled under the light, breaking apart, and the beetle hissed something that might have been thanks.

“He came and I don’t know how he did it, but his very gaze brings such pain.” The priest sobbed, half-crazy. “Still, I should’ve returned home to my son and daughter. But when she stabbed me with the nail, I couldn’t leave. Even now I can’t disobey. Even the Kami of the shrine, against her cruel spikes…” More swarms of the small biting beetles started forming around him. “… I don’t know how long I’ve been here. Months, years? Am I even still alive? I just want to go home to my daughter. But you can’t save me. It’s too late.”

Shaeula had freed two more, and I had pried the nail from a fifth immobile foe, but as we moved towards the sixth a shadow passed overhead, and a massive metallic sword comprised entirely of sharp spikes of rusted iron descended, a dozen feet long. Ulfuric threw up walls of stone but it smashed through, driving him to his knees. Shaeula was thrown aside, spitting blood, and Ixitt was hurled backwards, landing in front of our supporting troops. I felt pain too, and looked down to see a gash carved through my armour by scattered metal debris.

“She’s here…” the priest cried. “Now you’ll join us in this Hell too.”

“Men truly are useless.” Kiku, the Widow of Nails, sighed, her dirty kimono billowing behind her from the backlash of the collision. In her hand she held the sword of nails, and she hefted it, lifting it free, the end stained with gore from two slain beetle-men, one that Shaeula was about to set free, and another who had been lying there immobile.

Damn, they were servants of a Kami… that’s got to be bad luck…

I was then suddenly bowled over by a glancing impact from the side, a massive bolt of etheric energy slamming into my already damaged armour. I landed near Shaeula, before staggering to my feel. Fuck, I forgot the Sniper Emplacement in all the chaos… The injury wasn’t too bad, though I felt broken ribs, but… Damn, as I accumulate more injuries it’s harder for me to hold onto my own aether in this enemy Territory. The rate of drain was still bearable, but it was definitely increasing.

“Are you able to fight?” Ulfuric asked us, and we readied ourselves.

“Of course.” Shaeula scoffed, wiping away a thin trickle of silvery blood from the corner of her lips. “Akio and I shall never-never be defeated.”

“This woman is dangerous.” Ulfuric warned. “I sense a deep madness within her.”

As if to mock us, the woman paid us no attention. She turned her gaze to the priest on top of the Kami, her expression cold and baleful. “You cannot even defend your own shrine?” she scoffed. “Such a pathetic excuse for a man. Now, crush and kill the intruders. But…” Her gaze strayed over to Shaeula, and her expression softened momentarily, though there was an odd gleam in her eyes. “… I shall end the girl myself. It is far better to have sweet release at my hands than suffer the torments all men subject women to.”

“Torments?” Shaeula seemed genuinely puzzled. “I fear-fear you are mistaken. Akio has given me naught but joys. Not-not all males are as vile as you surmise. You may have suffered, and I sympathise, but do not-not tar my Akio with the…”

Damn, I feel all warm inside when she sticks up for me, though to be fair I did almost kill her that time…

“Enough.” The enemy snapped, her sword of nails breaking down into a massive cloud of smaller spikes which surrounded her like flying daggers. “We have suffered, and continue to suffer. Do we not, my daughter?” Her gaze moved skyward, and amidst the increasing number of female wraiths we could see one that was almost entirely human-looking. And then she spoke, surprising me.

“I was … I was … murdered. And worse.” The ghost whispered, yet we could hear her clearly. “I wasn’t well, trapped in a nightmare. And it doesn’t end. This is even more horrible. I want my daddy! I want to go home!”

“Hush now, my child. You need no father, only your mother, me.” The Widow of Nails comforted her. “You can take your pain out on these intruders, since alas we are bound to serve the man who tortured us.” She turned back to us. “You see, foolish girl? Best you accept death before the master comes, lest you end up a slave to his cruel whims like us.”

“If he comes, Akio will-will protect me, and defeat him. After all, he overthrew my brother to protect my dream.” Shaeula was unmoved by her words and dismissed them, much to her annoyance.

“So be it.” Kiku sighed. “Foolish priest, pitiful Kami. I command you… kill them!” At her command they both started struggling again, more blood and mist rising from joints and wounds. Shimmering jade wind where Shaeula had ordered them to stop was concentrated around their hearts, and with a pop those energies disintegrated, consumed by a baleful grey smog. As the verdant light died they started to move once more, poised to attack.

“I’m sorry! If you had run when I told you to, you could have asked my daughter to forgive me! As it is, now you’ll die, or worse!” the ragged priest cried mournfully.

The beetle Kami spoke too, it’s voice… nothing like I expected. It was quiet and refined, only marred by an occasional clicking noise of its mandibles. “You have freed my attendants, those which clik-clik still live. If you survive this, please shelter them. I shall not hold my defeat against you, for I am a weak Kami who has declined greatly. Now I am only worshipped by evil men and fallen women. Oblivion is a kinder fate than clik-clik eternal servitude. Now go, my attendants. Live on. Escape.”

At his words the four remaining beetle attendants looked shocked, but at the Kami’s urging they raced for our lines. Kiku clicked her tongue in annoyance. “So, you have been freed of my binding nails? No matter. It seems you have chosen death…” She swung an arm and her shroud of spikes began to spray out like bullets.

“Full defence!” Ulfuric roared, and the shield-bearing weaselkin raced forwards, the changing music fortifying them. Stone walls ripped free from the ground, and the multi-layered defence was peppered by the rain of nails, iron grinding on metal and stone, like an infernal hailstorm. I had grabbed Shaeula and leapt to safety, taking a few hits for my trouble, cold pain flaring where I had been pierced.

“You okay?” I asked, putting on a brave face, and as Shaeula nodded the walls of stone exploded, the beetle Kami forced to sweep away our fortifications. Several weaselkin died, crushed underfoot, and their spirits joined the orbit around Shaeula. She bit her lip angrily, mourning the death of her new kin, and our eyes met.

“She has driven us off before, but no-no more.” Shaeula declared. “We shall defeat her!”

“Damn right. We have a few trump cards left.” I agreed. Wincing as I tore free several nails that had pierced my arms and legs, I gestured to Ixitt, who had also regained his feet. Understanding my signal, he brought out his new toy that I had helped him make.

“I’m sorry!” the priest cried as more of his swarm gathered, the threatening mass flying towards our backline of archers and musicians, only to jolt in surprise as our mages bombarded them with torrents of wind. “There’s still time to flee. If you run, she might not chase you!” he ranted. “Just… please tell my daughter…”

“Silence. Enough from you.” the Widow ordered, and the priest clamped his mouth shut so fast his tongue was bitten savagely. “Just kill them. You too, my daughters. Pick off the weak and slay them. Each man dead is one less that shall torment us.”

The floating ghost who could speak looked sad, but with a nod she raised her hands high into the sky. “I don’t know how I know how to do this, but…” Light was gathering in her palms, a beautiful prismatic rainbow, yet somehow I had a feeling it was nothing good for us…


One Hundred And Fifty


“Let all who are touched by my light…” the ghost girl cried, and the glow above her hands intensified, like a second sun, the colours draining away, leaving behind platinum. Fuck… no cover…

My brain was whirring, trying to work out a way to dodge, but all I could think of was sliding under the beetle Kami, which was dumb, as if it then crushed me under its body… yeah, that’s probably worse than whatever attack that wraith is doing…

Since there was nowhere to shelter, my next thought turned to Shaeula. She too was out in the open. Making up my mind instantly I leapt over, slamming her to the ground, covering her slender form with my own. As she squawked in protest I felt the ground rumble, slabs of stone and walls of earth tearing free.

“… share my pain, my sorrow!” The skies were lit by a brilliant flash, the piercing silver light dyeing everything with dark shadows. Dark… shadows… what is happening? I felt my mind slipping away, falling into an obsidian pit, the metallic white light above receding, until all was darkness…

Where… where am I? Was that a teleportation attack, or… no, more likely some sort of mental debuff. It was hard to think as I couldn’t feel my body, or see, or hear. Kind of like those sensory deprivation tanks… wait, that’s a problem… If I was knocked out, I would be completely defenceless, and it probably wasn’t just me, the light had covered most of the shrine… I need to wake up. now!

Concentrating my will, trying to feel my body, I struggled, but for how long I was uncertain, as without any stimuli it was impossible to judge time. As I persisted, faint spots of light were forming, floating motes that gradually started forming a picture. It was a laughing face, cruel and without compassion, and though I had never met this person I felt a surge of fear, nausea bubbling in my stomach, cramp in my muscles. I can start to feel again… ugh… Pain flared through me, my face feeling as though it had been struck hard. Blows rained down on me, and the laughing, sneering face was coming at me from all sides, multiplied, everywhere I looked he was there.

“Cry for me. Scream. Beg! The end is the same but I want to enjoy this.” The faces all said, words overlapping in a series of baleful echoes, and with every word I felt terror, as though I was a lost child alone in the dark, where monsters lurked.

I tried to retort, ready to tell the bastard to piss off, but I couldn’t form words. I was unable to move the body I couldn’t see or feel, only sensations that were forced on me were present, and my skin crawled as though hands were pinching me all over. A visceral fear was within me, that of something precious about to be taken…

“Oh, so you were a virgin, I see. How nice for me!” The many faces sneered, and pain jabbed through me. It was hard to describe, like someone jolting a hot poker through my guts. Hah, you are a couple of weeks too late to say that… I thought, trying to steel myself against the constant burning pains, as well as the feeling of bones breaking under rough use.

I get it, I do… ugh… poor girl… Her terrors, anguish, suffering… all of it was transmitted to me. A fear that men seldom knew, an experience that I couldn’t process. After all, I’m a man, not a woman… even so…

While the bodily sensations were merely rendered into a serious of torments, likely nothing as the poor woman felt, the loss, the knowledge that she would die here, never see her family again, all of that I understood, a bleak whirlpool of oblivion that threatened to drown me, and through it all, the endless laughter of the perpetrator… as I struggled to avoid being swallowed by the tide of darkness, I clung to one thought. I pray Shaeula doesn’t have to face this, that would be too cruel…

The feelings of pain intensified, and the many faces cried out in joy and extasy, before my very spine felt as if it was broken, what little of my consciousness I retained slipping away…

…io… Akio. Wake… …kio! Get up now! I need you!

A voice! It flickered like a light in the darkness, silver, olivine and citrine. Desperately reaching for it with hands that didn’t exist, as I drew closer I could see again, my body… my body, again, whole and unharmed. The many faces came closer, cackling and sneering, and I instinctively felt dread, like I was a lost soul wandering the dark, before the light flared, green and gold.

… furic can not-not hold for… please! You have to…

Where the light touched, the faces started to disintegrate, flesh sloughing off, revealing bone beneath, before that too burst into flames, turning to ash that was lost in the darkness. My illusory hand stretched, reaching for the light, the voice… and as it touched the flame was warm, and a gentle breeze enveloped me.

… Stand up-up! I believe you shall never-never fall here!

With a roar, immaterial and real throats together letting out a great cry, the darkness scattered, the illusion finally collapsing, and I found myself lying on the ground, Shaeula standing in front of me, blood soaking down her Wyrmscale dress, dripping to the shattered grounds of the shrine. Her pinwheels were spinning in front of her like shields, striking away a storm of iron spikes that were flying her way, though the sheer number meant that some were getting through, and as I watched one gouged her ankle, spilling more blood to the soil. Even so, when she heard my cry she turned, relief plain on her face, her amber eyes kind yet resolute.

“I see you are awake at last-last.” She smiled radiantly. “You made me worry. You shall have-have to make it up to me. But later. Now…” Another nail winged her, blood scattering from a fine cut on her cheek. “… now we must fight. With-with everything we have.”

I nodded, before a surge of nausea, left-over remnants of terror and torment, overcame me. I vomited noisily, though all that came out was silvery mist and bile, tears streaming down my face. Still, this is no time for … ugh… dwelling on what happened. I can process later.

Dragging myself to my feet I quickly surveyed the surroundings. Further Orcs had arrived and were engaging our weaselkin, many of whom were still struggling to regain consciousness after the light touched them. Luckily our Kamaitachi had found shelter, and were using scythes of wind to decapitate them one after another, while the mages and musicians who had been far enough back to avoid it regrouped.

Ixitt was firing at the terrible, bitter Widow with his strange contraptions, yet it was having little effect, her bombardments raining down on us all. Ulfuric was wielding a massive two-handed sword, striking at the thick legs of the beetle Kami, while swarms of biting insects thronged him, chewing into exposed flesh through gaps in his heavy armour, drawing silver and crimson blood.

Up above, the ghostly woman was motionless, her eyes dark. A half-dozen other ghosts were drifting about, occasionally darting down to attack a lone weaselkin. “So did you… did she…” I fumbled for words, trying to get myself back into fighting shape.

“No. you defended me, foolish male that you are-are. Though I am grateful. What-what did you see?” Shaeula asked curiously.

“I saw the face of our enemy, I guess. And… I’m glad I’m not born a woman.”

Shaeula laughed at that. “Even if you were a female, I believe we would still-still be destined for each other. But I understand. That wraith, she is tormented indeed.”

Shaking the final cobwebs free from my head, I tried one last time to resolve things. Shouting over to the Widow of Nails, I asked her a question. “I saw what was in her heart. How she suffered. I get why you hate men. But… it is this so-called master of yours who did those terrible things, right?” I wondered if all the floating ghosts had suffered similar fates. They all seemed to be women or girls.

Metal spears ripped free from the ground, aimed at the back of the brawling Ulfuric, and I cast out my vibrating strings of wind, severing the ends before they could pierce him. More came at Shaeula, but she dodged them skilfully, her small form darting through the gaps, her speed on par with mine now. Damn, she must have really been soaking up the Levels…

“Why can’t you just let us take care of your master for you? From what I’ve seen…” My gaze strayed to the floating girl above. “… he’s indeed evil. But if you stand aside, we can set you free.”

For a moment Kiku paused, her hand to her mouth, biting down on something that glimmered gold. The hailstorm of nails relented for a moment, buying Ulfuric time to drive back the beetle Kami with a mighty kick, cracking the chitin around one leg.

Her eyes sought mine, and for a moment I saw hope, but then… she began to laugh, a screeching, banshee-like wail. “You? You would set us free? We shall only be free when all men who oppress us are dead! You remind me of my dear husband. He too talked about justice, and helping people. Yet behind closed doors…” Ether from the Territory was being pulled into her, the drain on us increasing. The weaker weaselkin were becoming ever more lethargic, and several others could fight no longer, slain by Orcs or wraiths. “… no, I shall slay you…” The cloud of nails reformed into the huge blade again, the edges glittering like teeth on a chainsaw. “… and your poor woman will know freedom. Only as my daughter, physical form abandoned, can she truly be free of the grasp of men.”

“You waste-waste your time, Akio.” Shaeula scoffed. “She will never understand your superiority. You are too-too kind. Harden your heart, and end this.”

Too kind? I just… Having seen and felt some of the horrors that the ghost had experienced, even if I couldn’t fully understand, the experience not translating, being a man, I did admit to wishing we could settle things peacefully, only the master of this Territory suffering for his sins. Maybe that was too naïve. Sorry, but… Shaeula is worth any number of you.

“Fine then. No more holding back. Sorry, priest. I never did catch your name. I’ll try not to kill you or the Kami, but… I think the shrine here is going to be totalled either way.”

The priest shook his head. “I’m sorry too. Just… tell my daughter…”

Yeah, I know, I get it. You’ve repeated that a lot… “Everyone. No mercy. We win here and push through to the centre.”

At my words Ixitt threw a vial containing an array of shimmering particles of green and yellow. The glass shattered and as the metallic dust within scattered it reacted violently, bursting in a viridian cloud, sending fireballs everywhere. The Widow was caught by surprise, her kimono smouldering, chunks of iron melting, leaving the edge of her great blade ragged.

I feel extremely guilty about this, but… if I tell myself it’s a mercy… I drew on my own fiery energies and focused it into a series of lances, blazing arrows that were launched into the sky, directly at the tormented wraith who was still holding many weaselkin within her tortured dreams.

“You dare!” Kiku screeched, reaching out with a pale hand to the sky, but she could do nothing. Even so, the wraith escaped her fate, as two other, more misty, insubstantial ghosts darted in front of the lances. They were struck, and the flames spread, devouring their forms, only a few faint, mournful cries signalling their demise. Scattered flames struck the wraith behind, her consciousness returning as pain, which should have been alien to her in death, flared once more.

“My daughters! Vile man!” the Widow raged, hurling her sword at me, only to have it fall into pieces as the pinwheels danced around it, chopping it into chunks. Even as the metal fell it split back into nails, only to have the ground erupt into the tar-like mud once again, snaring the falling spikes.

“Shaeula! Help Ulfuric disable the Kami. If we can get her nails out…”

Shaeula nodded. “I can-can see them with my eyes. It will be quite a dangerous task, but… you have one such as well, Akio.”

“I shall gift you to Kondou-dono!” the Widow was screeching. “Once I have trapped you with my binding nail, you shall suffer for what you have done!” She raced towards me, the dirty, long nails on her pale hands turning metallic, lengthening into great claws, dripping rust and blood, silver mist rising from them.

“Shit, who do you think you are? Wolverine? Kimimaru? ” I snapped, sympathy for her plight rapidly diminishing. My spear clashed with her nails, and I discharged the elemental flame that was stored within the bluesteel head. Several of her claws were melted clean through, snapping free, and flames nearly decapitated her, only a rapid tilt of her head saving her, though her long, fouled hair was scorched, burning hanks of it fluttering to the ground like fireflies.

Her other hand swung around, trying to slash open my throat, but blades of my own, formed from sharp, vibrating strands of wind, met her, and the clash drove us both back a step. I swept my spear at her own throat as a counter, only to nearly be impaled as a dozen arm-thick nails burst from her chest, tearing open her kimono, revealing the pallid skin beneath. Yeah, more like Kimimaru I see… Wind and flame met her attack, the explosion searing my exposed skin, but it was enough to shatter the spikes before they could pierce me.

Kiku stumbled back, her kimono just flaming shreds of cloth, and I heard Shaeula behind me snickering, even as she fought beside Ulfuric and Ixitt. “If Eri knows you are ogling naked women, she will be most-most wroth. Though this one is not-not worthy of your gaze.”

“Eyes on the battlefield.” I countered, barely sparing their fight a glance, as the Widow of Nails had formed her spikes into a lance, and had copied the rotation of some of our wind-based attacks. It was spinning like a drill, whining menacingly. Ugh, reminds me of the dentist, if said dentist was a cackling madwoman…

“Of course. We have it in hand, do we not-not, Master Ulfuric?” Shaeula snickered.

“Hardly.” he rumbled. “I could slay this so-called God, I believe, yet keeping it immobile to save it is far the greater task.” As he spoke he disabled a second leg, before a column of rock rose from the ground, forcing the beetle upwards. As he did so the red glow of earth element around him was fading, his energies almost spent by the long battles.

“Keh-keh-keh. Never a dull moment here, is there?” Ixitt interjected, throwing more vials, these ones exploding into a sticky slime that crawled around the pillar, gluing beetle legs to it. “To think I would, keh-keh, get to experiment so soon.”

Shaeula darted under the struggling beetle, eyes bright, but I was busy myself. Spear met drill, and this time I was pushed back, fragments of bluesteel shaved off my spearhead, the shaft starting to crack.

Up above the poor wraith was preparing to unleash her light again, but before she could I hurled more flames skywards. She flinched, her concentration broken, unused to such battles.

“Bastard! Wicked man! Even in death you would take from us!” Kiku was screaming.

“That’s hardly fair. You are trying to kill us.” Kiku staggered as I cut her leg with a kick wrapped in blades of emerald. My spear sought her heart, only for my body to be blown away, spear flying far from my grasp. Shards of green light fell down around me, and I realised Shaeula had thrown up a last minute barrier, deflecting the blast so that I was only caught by the explosion, not the bolt itself, but even so, everything hurt, and the landing was rough. Damn that Sniper Emplacement… “Die, die, diediediedie!” Kiku cried, leaping at my prone body, eyes wild with hate and insanity.

Sorry Kami, I tried to be as respectful as possible, but… “Foehn, Blaze!” A fiery torrent cascaded outwards, jets of blazing yellow fury striking nearby buildings, gates and trees. They instantly ignited, fires towering into the sky.

Kiku shrieked, also ablaze. Her metal drill was discarded, and it was melting into a puddle, giving off ether, of which I grabbed all I could. A nearby wraith burst into sparks and was lost, while the last few Orcs burned.

“It’s over…” I muttered, getting to my feet once more, the boiling heat oppressive, my whole body aching with both real and phantom pains. Kiku was thrashing, what was left of her hair and one arm being consumed, and droplets were scattering as she struggled, spreading the fire to her torso. “… sorry I couldn’t help you, but… I have to put my own first…”

“I curse.. you!” the Widow howled as her nails tried to stem the flames, only to see them catch fire and liquefy. Her arm dropped away, charred bones hitting the ground with a delicate chink of metal on metal, before she suddenly vanished, her last words echoing. “… I shall see you dead yet!”

The flames that were burning her, now bereft of their fuel, dropped to the floor, and I had to dart away as they scattered. I had already tasted the sting of Foehn during my duel with Shaeraggo, and had no wish to repeat that. So, where the hell did she go? Teleportation? If so I imagine the Foehn would go with her… wait, no, she couldn’t have… could she?

Shit. I had a terrible premonition, and I wasn’t sure whether it was my Foresight or just a gut instinct. Turning my attention to Shaeula, who was underneath the struggling beetle Kami, shining knife in hand, I raced over, knowing time was short…


One Hundred And Fifty-One / Side Thirty-Eight – Kiku, The Widow Of Nails


Up overhead the ghost that had invoked the horrible joining of minds was hovering, uncertain, the three remaining other spectres buzzing around her like flies, their translucent forms fading in and out of the light of the raging flames. I had used most of my fiery energies on calling the Foehn, but still had enough left to strike a fatal blow, no doubt. Perhaps it’s for the best… unless… Damn, I still felt sorry for her and the cruel death she endured. If we could free her by defeating the lord of this Territory, perhaps…

As if reading my thoughts, Tillyae waved her conducting baton, ordering her ragged, exhausted musicians to play a slow, soporific tune, flutes, stringed instruments and gentle chimes combining to form a dreamy melody. Various shades of green light flickered over the burning shrine, and the spectres began to slow, their eyes drooping.

“No, I… I should…” the poor wraith-girl began, struggling to speak as the lullaby dulled her mind. She was not alone, the beetle Kami seemed largely unaffected, but the priest turned sluggish, his movements slowing, becoming erratic.

“Perfect. Debuffs for the win.” I declared. “Now stop your damn struggling, we are trying to help!”

“I… I would.” the priest muttered, eyes drooping, even as he still called more and more of the small bronze and green beetles to swarm us. “But she ordered us to fight, and…”

“Indeed, clik-clik.” The beetle was straining as he was stuck to the pillar, legs scrabbling for purchase, starting to crack the rocks Ulfuric had thrown up. “I wish for nothing more than to be freed. But the curse of her nails goes deep.”

“Be still.” Shaeula ordered, her befuddling winds blowing again, and for a brief moment the beetle halted, her power clashing with that of the nail's. “This-this will hurt, I suspect.” She had switched to the pink jade bells and her knife of light, pinwheels being useless for this task. Aether poured from her into the blade, a good portion of it lost to the suppressing force of the enemy Territory, and with a cry she swung at the greenish-black underbelly of the Kami, vivid indigo light flashing, cutting through with a sizzle.

The Kami responded with a shrill cry, jade runes illuminating the shell, trying to resist her intrusion. “Annoying.” Shaeula snapped. “It would be far-far less trouble to kill you. I wonder if Akio would gain-gain a Class?”

Damn, that’s cold. Stone cold. Still, I can’t lie and say the thought didn’t cross my mind. Kami slayer… that’d be pretty badass… “I’m not particularly pious, but now I’m working with the temples and shrines, I think I should avoid that particular honour. Speaking of…” Wind whipped around me as I massacred the swarming beetles the priest was forced to conjure. “… if I can save you, will you join us?” I asked the priest, who was looking at me with a glimmer of hope in his eyes.

“Yes, I’d even serve akuma, devils, if they could get me out of this endless hell!” he slurred, the slow, melodious tune keeping him suppressed.

“All right then. Here we go.” I raced to the side of Ulfuric, who was using his strength to keep the beetle pinned down. “Give me a boost?” I asked, and he nodded. Releasing his sword he grabbed me and hurled me upwards, to land on the carapace of the beetle. For a moment I stumbled, the green-runed surface surprisingly slick, but my high stats enabled me to quickly regain my balance.

“Shit, watch out!” the priest cried as he was forced against his will to attack me, but his movements were clumsy and lacking skill. I dodged to the side, seizing his wrist, and slammed a chop into his abdomen, winding him.

“Sorry about that, but I’ve no time to be gentle.” I cleared away another swarm of the bugs while the Kami trembled under me. Reaching for the nail protruding from his bare and bloody chest I grasped it, feeling a baleful chill as the grey energies leaked from it, numbing my fingers. Circulating aether to my hand, I pulled, tearing it free, and silver and grey blood gushed from the wound.

“Ugh… so much pain…” the priest gasped, so I poured more aether out, using Ether Healing to close up the worst of the injuries. His wound smoked, grey steam boiling from it, and he leaked out another groan, before touching the now-healed wound, a jagged star-shaped scar the only remains of his cursed injury. He looked at me, eyes wide in relief and wonder.

“Thank you…” he cried, tears leaking from his eyes in an endless stream. “I can… go home…” With that he vanished, no doubt returning to the Material plane…
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Kiku emerged back into the Material, screaming in agony. Her arm was little but blackened bones held together with some tangled sinew and burnt gristle, the only colour other than black the glitter of her golden ring upon her skeletal finger. One side of her face was hideously seared as well, her skin a ruin. Hacking up char from her lungs, she wheezed in the cold air of her room.

The flames, such pain… the very fires of the underworld… he matches Kondou-dono for his ability to inflict pain… Forcing herself to move she went to scratch her ring instinctively, only stopping when her fingerbone shattered into fragments of bone and ash, the ring dropping to the ground, bouncing off the floorboards with a gentle ting.

My … my wedding ring. My reminder, my keepsake… my seal… She bent down, ignoring her savage burns, picking up the ring with her undamaged hand and fumbling it on. It felt… strange. If my husband saw me wearing it wrong, he would chastise me… my husband, Kondou-dono, this savage bringer of fire… A long line of men had treated her cruelly. Still, her husband, he was gone now, and as for the others… she brought the ring to her mouth, teeth scoring the pitted metal. The ring even tasted different now, hot and smoky.

I must … must bring Kondou-dono the news. His domain will fall… yet surely, this is a chance, if only I can seize it...

Kiku staggered through the door to her room, biting her lip to keep moans of agony from leaking through her burned mouth. The cold air of the Material was agony on her torched skin, and the pain at the death of more of her daughters was a niggling thorn ripping at her heart. Alas, she was bound to serve Kondou-dono and represent his interests, despite her own will, so she quickly burst into his room, not even pausing to knock.

Kondou-dono was at his desk, feet up casually, watching something disgusting on the …tee vee. Such strange devices. The world has changed, yet men remain the same. He looked up in surprise as she appeared uninvited, his face twisting into a snarl of anger, but before he could explode with rage at her intrusion, he noticed the terrible state Kiku was in, her missing arm and scorched face plain to see.

“What the hell happened to you?” he asked, leaping to his feet. “You stupid wench, can’t I trust you to do anything right?”

Kiku looked at her master, defiant. Vile man. I have fought and burned for your depraved goals. But for men, a woman’s efforts is never enough, not until they are used up and tossed away. I have kept my most precious secret, yet… Biting at her ring again she spoke around it, meeting his dark eyes calmly.

“I did warn you, Kondou-dono. I was unable to hold off the enemy alone. Without your majestic power, our forces were routed, and the shrine of the beetles will be lost.”

Kondou-dono looked taken aback by this news. “The shrine? But how? Our defences are strong, and they only have a few troops. Surely you should have been able to hold them off with what we command?” As he thought, his face darkened, fists clenching. “You haven’t forgotten your place, have you, woman? You didn’t let my enemies through, did you? If so, you need a reminder of what it means to defy me!”

Kondou-dono, you are a fool…. Argh! Pain slammed through her in waves, for a brief moment even eclipsing the pain of her burns. Falling to her knees she spat bile over the floor, only to rock back as Kondou-dono kicked her in the ribs. Again and again he struck her, until she finally managed to get the words out to halt his rampage. “There is no time for this, Kondou-dono. I beg you, unless you come now, all is… all is lost.”

“Damn.” He kicked her one final time, and leaving Kiku sprawled on the floor he closed his eyes, gathering his strength. “I can’t afford to lose my domain. I’ve built it up over this past month… without the power it gives me, I won’t be able to enjoy my entertainments so frequently… come, woman. I’m going to teach these fools the meaning of torment, and then you will enslave them for me, so I can make them understand what it means to go against me!”

With that he vanished, and with a reflexive bite of her ring, blood leaking from her knuckle, she returned to the Boundary. Kondou-dono was waiting for her, and at his glare she started following him towards Hisuikomushi shrine. She brought her hand to her mouth, biting down, only to slice off her finger. She shrieked in pain, blood and severed flesh falling away.

“What is it? Hurry, you stupid wench!” Kondou-dono snarled, racing through his Territory, drawing in the surrounding ether, a menacing presence forming around him.

My wedding ring… it is gone. It is not here! Her face twisted into a baleful expression, her burned face a visage of horror. It must have fallen when I lost my arm… I must, I need it back. Else… else… She gnashed her metal teeth angrily. They shall pay. Every man who has hurt me will suffer. I shall kill them all and leave their bones to linger unmourned under the sky…
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“Many clik-clik thanks for releasing me from my enslavement.” The beetle Kami chirped, struggling free of the slime and mud, cracked and brittle legs barely holding up its weight. “I feared I would remain a slave of the evildoers.”

Beside him Shaeula was looking exhausted and out of sorts, covered in foul, stinking fluids that had leaked from the Kami as she sheared deep into flesh and gristle to remove the nail, which even now lay in pieces on the ground. Her hair was a matted mess, and her yukata was filthy. She could have dismissed and resummoned it to get it clean, but that presented other issues…

“I know.” Shaeula’s lips quirked into a tired smile. “I am indeed a fright. But it was worth it, was it not-not?”

“It sure was. a shame about everything else though…” Overhead, the wraiths had fled, which was a relief and a worry simultaneously. I had no stomach for killing her again, after having shared much of her pain, yet to leave her alive was very risky, for her power was extremely dangerous. Worse…

Your Class, Conqueror, has increased from Level Two to Level Three.


All around us the shrine grounds and buildings were ablaze, the Foehn spreading in golden torrents, while the heat from it had caused many natural fires as well, burring orange, red and blue. It was strangely pretty… and pretty hot too, damn… Ether flooded outwards as the flame spread, and I gathered what I could of it, perhaps half, refilling my aether and sending the rest back to my Territory. I guess that was the priest’s Anchor going up in flames…

Several other Buildings had exploded during the few minutes Shaeula had been busy hacking away at the beetle. I had taken what I could, but even now the drain on our strength continued, indicating that the Territory still belonged to another. It’ll be that bastard who hurt and killed the ghost girl, I just know it…

Taking stock of our forces, I considered our next move. The metal-wielding woman had been hurt badly, but perhaps she could recover, given time. Even though I was exhausted and low on flame and wind, Shaeula and I had replenished our aether as the shrine burned so we were combat capable. Perhaps Grulgor might even end up joining us. Though not everyone else is okay…

We had suffered casualties, new spirit lights draining a trickle of aether from Shaeula and I, but they had been lighter than they could have been, most of her kin remained alive. Of course, most of the survivors looked drained and weak, while the beetle Kami and his few remaining attendants were extremely worse for wear. Meeting my eyes, Ulfuric nodded.

“You are quite correct.” He rumbled, interpreting my pensive expression correctly. “Most of our forces are spent. If we are to continue, only those of us with power remaining should go deeper, the remainder should retreat to our Territory and regroup.”

“Yeah, no point taking on further losses. I know that the weaselkin can be restored, but even so…” We had a quick discussion, and soon it was agreed that only Shaeula, Ixitt, Ulfuric and I would press on, trying to finish the battle, or at least do as much damage as possible. The Kamaitachi and several of the mages insisted they were strong enough, but we needed some capable fighters to protect the retreat, so in the end they acquiesced.

“It pains me to see my shrine burn.” The Kami said mournfully, as many of the weaker, more drained troops were carried to his back. Watching the shrine consumed by the flames, the creeping Foehn fuelled in part by the plentiful elemental wind that the shrine possessed, it let out a great sigh. “To be forced to seek help from another shrine will weaken my Divinity, as did having the consecrated grounds stolen by clik-clik another..”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure we can reclaim it and rebuild. Now, go to Shirohebizumi shrine. Rest up and wait for our return.”

As the drained procession filed away out of enemy Territory I turned to my allies. A bolt of aetheric light flew in from the distant Sniper Emplacement, but I was now counting the rough timing so expected it, the bolt sailing past and detonating harmlessly amidst the flames and rubble. Looking in the direction it came from, which was closer to the heart of this Territory, I gestured with my retrieved spear. “That way, I guess!”
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I must retrieve my wedding ring… nothing matters more than that. Kiku was extremely angry, not helped by the fact Kondou-dono continued to berate her for the failures, when clearly it was her master who was neglecting his own responsibilities, too eager to indulge in his brutal pastime of abusing women to defend his own domains. The man who burned her, despite being a monster, cruel as any other man, at least he stood at the front, his own body on the line as well as the poor girl who was his wretched slave.

Up ahead they could see plumes of silver and black smoke rising, multicoloured flames roaring into the heavens, matching the dark auroras of the Boundary sky for colour. Kiku concentrated, and could feel four of her daughters remained, including the special girl, the one called Haru. Only four left… how saddening… Of course, her spirit made contact with others, but they were not her daughters, no, merely a hidden dagger she had kept, waiting for her chance, for one… less than wise… order.

“Fuck, so many assets destroyed.” Kondo-dono clenched his fist and waves of agony radiated out from him, staggering Kiku and a few of the replacement Orcs they had gathered on-route to the inferno that was their usurped shrine. “And the shrine is a write-off as well. It’ll take me at least a week to recover from this. I’m going to make whoever did this fucking pay. They’ll beg for death, but even when you enslave them for me, I’ll make sure they suffer endlessly.”

As they reached the edge of the shrine four figures rushed out of the flames and smoke. Both sides froze, shocked by running into each other suddenly, before everyone sprang into motion. It is you, brutal bringer of flame. And your poor girl. The others… disgusting beasts little better than those Kondou-dono already commands…

“Are you the fuckers who have done this? I’ll have to thank you personally.” Kondou-dono spat. Then his eyes brightened as his gaze strayed to the befouled Shaeula, bells in one hand, both pinwheel handles clutched in her other. “This is a pleasant surprise. You like it filthy do you, girl? Well, I’ll give you all the dirty fun you could want, paying for your sins. You can watch.” He scoffed at the suddenly furious man who led them.

“Go fuck yourself, rapist, murdering bastard.” The man answered coldly, his spearhead glittering with emerald energies.

This is all very well, but… my wedding ring… She gnawed at the stump of her finger, her eyes staring nervously at the inferno behind her enemies. I must retrieve it, else my husband shall never rest in peace…
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Seeing the return of the woman I had burned with Foehn was a shock, though she still looked terrible, scorched and missing an arm. The other one though… It’s his face. I saw it reflected endlessly in the painful memories I shared. That’s the bastard who has been hurting women in the worst ways imaginable. My grip tightened on my spear, and I fed wind into the bluesteel head, conserving my flame for when it was needed. Well, no matter what, I’m not offering you any alliance… some crimes can’t be forgiven.

“This is a pleasant surprise. You like it filthy do you, girl? Well, I’ll give you all the dirty fun you could want, paying for your sins. You can watch.” The bastard said, leering at Shaeula, who met his obscene gaze with her own flat stare. My anger, which was already smouldering, was now an inferno. No-one was allowed to threaten my girls. Nobody!

“Go fuck yourself, rapist, murdering bastard.” I snapped back, my voice arctic. “You enjoy abuse, huh? Well let’s see how you enjoy having my spear rammed up your ass.”

“Brave talk for someone who will be kneeling before me soon enough, watching as I tear the dirty clothes off that cutie and… woah, careful now.” he sneered, stepping backwards as both Shaeula and I attacked with blades of wind. Ether surged around him, and they shattered, striking a shimmering barrier he had called out.

“Take him!” I cried, darting to the side, while Ulfuric took the other flank. Shaeula and Ixitt were better at range, so hung back, pinwheels whirling towards the bastard.

“Do something, you stupid, unless bitch.” The man snapped at the Widow of Nails.

“But, my wedding ring, without it I…”

“I don't care!” he roared, his voice shockingly loud. Suddenly it was like I had run straight into a wall of lava, my body started convulsing as pain seared my nerves. “You can get your stupid ring after these fools are dead or gone, not before! Why do you need it anyway, your husband is long dead, just bones and dust? I am the only man you need now!”

Ulfuric had also staggered, equally afflicted, but he powered through, though his movements were clearly ragged, uncoordinated. The Widow had also fallen, but she clawed herself upright, spitting brackish blood, before unleashing massive spears of metal, fouling the wires of Shaeula’s pinwheels before they could reach the bastard and dissect him. “Your will, master. I shall retrieve it when we are done.” she moaned, bubbles of blood and silvery spit dribbling out as she shook, pain still knifing through her.

Shit, this is really bad. Is that his Skill as a potential Astral Emperor candidate, or did he learn it? I’m starting to feel Exposition-san cheated me a bit… My thoughts ran wild, trying to distract me from the boiling pain. I focussed only on his face, that sneering, smirking face that the poor woman saw as she was suffering. The pain I felt would be worth it if I could smash it in, and maybe she’d be able to rest in peace then, rather than being a tortured wraith.

Ixitt opened up with his clockwork bolt thrower, and the bastard stepped back, the bolt narrowly missing his face. His concentration broke for a moment, so I surged forwards as the pain diminished a little, pouring aether and wind into movement.

“That was close, without my handsome face, what would the ladies look at when I’m on top of them?” he sneered. “And no, no you don’t!” He channelled aether, and a massive weight slammed down on me, halting my movements and forcing me to the ground, landing on my knees. I tried to resist, but aether was slipping from my grasp and empowering his attack. I felt stronger than him I was sure, but with the support of his Territory he clearly had the edge. “Kneeling in front of me. It suits you. Now stay there and wait, I have more fun company to address.”

As Shaeula had cried out as I was tossed to the ground, the scum was looking at her, his gaze predatory and disgusting. Ulfuric was entangled with nails and spears of rusted iron that the burned lady was throwing, and Ixitt was too far away to assist, so they merely had to look on helplessly as a lash of force formed in his hand.

“I’ll make sure you are incapable of anything but watching first. This is for the damage you’ve caused to what’s mine, you fucker. Capturing that stupid priest and his domain wasn’t easy, and now it’s all gone up in smoke!” He lashed out, whip striking. It had little physical presence, but the mental one…

Shit, shit… hurts… fuck… hurts bad…

“Akio, I am-am coming!” Shaeula rushed forwards, swinging her bells and sending cascades of wind blades from all angles at him, but with his free hand he blocked all of the attacks with aether. Even so…

Oh Gods… fuck… hurts… but Shaeula… isn’t … ugh… so easy…

Blood splattered, silver and red, as several deep cuts opened up on the man, his face laid open to the bone, while his arm whipping me was shredded open. As the lash disappeared lucidity returned to me, though I was still within the aura of pain he was giving off. Forcing my screaming Chakra network to function through the monstrous pain, I pulled wind from both my heart and lunar Chakras, lashing out with the usual deadly strands. Metal sheared apart, and chunks of iron tumbled to the ground, Shaeula’s pinwheels spiralling free. An explosion rocked one side of the battlefield, Ixitt having blown up the handful of Orcs with a detonating vial, and a second arched towards the man, but he swatted it away, fuming.

“Tenacious shits, aren’t you?”

“Indeed. You should-should be honoured!” Shaeula snapped, her pinwheels skimming low along the ground, wires suddenly leaping at him from both sides as they soared into the air.

“Feisty as well. But those are the best kind to break!” he roared, aether slamming the wires away. His gaze fell on Shaeula, and suddenly she fell, curled up into a ball, screaming in pain. “Have a taste of what it means to defy me!”

“If I had more earth energy remaining, I could… fight harder…” Ulfuric was suffering too, the Widow constantly hemming him in with thickets of sprouting steel spines, and his lower body was pitted with wounds.

“I shall not-not… agh… bend.” Shaeula howled, her throat raw, small body trembling as the feelings I had endured rocked her, that of molten lead boiling her veins. “I am… ugh… a princess… of the Seelie… and… the bride… of ugh… Akio… and together…” The bastard was moving closer, a whip of pain in his good hand, and he flailed at her, the blow striking her petite back, jolting her body into spasms.

“Oh, really? Well, I do enjoy a bit of Netorare…” he grinned. “I’ll pay you back for everything a thousandfold. I won’t even kill you like normal. I’ll keep you alive as my toy.” He unleashed aether, and Ixitt was hurled away, before I was struck again, bones creaking under the impact. “You’ll forget all about this Akio soon enough.”

I let my consciousness drift inside, blotting out the outside, the terrible scene. I couldn’t move my body properly due to the pain, so I just had to go where there wasn’t pain, then somehow move my body that way… and I have to do it fast… Shaeula is in danger, she’s hurting, and I promised her there wouldn’t be pain in her future… Even within, the torture was crashing like waves, but… using the aether within me I turned off my pain receptors, a trick I had used before, though now with my Ether Healing it was far easier. This diminished the suffering a lot, but much of it wasn’t affecting the body, but my spirit… still, I dug deep, winding strands of aether around my spear…

Shaeula cried out several more times as she was lashed, before he reached out and hoisted her up by her collar, cloth tearing, exposing her shoulders. As he saw her slender body he grinned. “Come on, little girl. Let a real man show you how it’s done.”

“No… I think… I shall-shall… argh… pass…” Shaeula spat a mass of blood, a single wind-weasel emerging from her open mouth, a yellow glow leaking from it. The bastard flinched back as it flew at his eyes, shocked, and for a moment his control slipped, the searing torment I felt receding for a moment.

Now. I flung my spear forwards with all my might, so hard and fast I felt muscles in my shoulder tear, aimed at his heart. As the wind-weasel flew past his face, scoring cuts into his cheek, his head turned and he saw my spear flying his way. Releasing Shaeula, who fell to the ground, spent, he drew upon his Territory’s plentiful supply of ether once more, creating another shimmering wall.

“Nice try, but futile. Still, I appreciate a man who tries to protect his woman, it makes his look of horror when she is…” His words were cut off as the wind-weasel that he had dodged twisted back and detonated, the flame energies within feeding on the wind and forming a speedy arrow which pierced his face, flaring into a cloud of searing fire.

Nice. And now for my finisher… apt, too…

Using the aether I had attached to the spear I shifted it, just like I had against Shaeula. The Territory fought me, but I put my all into it, bleeding myself nearly dry. The spear winked out of existence, only to reappear, still powered by my mighty throw, inches from his back. It struck deeply, the wind energy within ravaging his insides.

Shit, missed his heart as he moved when Shaeula wounded him, and warping things through space is hellishly inaccurate, especially in a Territory i don't control and with my senses dulled. Still… it’s a hit. That'll do.

“Hah…” Shaeula rolled onto her back, shaking off the fading torment she was afflicted with, coughing more blood from her slashed throat. Even with her great control, keeping a wind-weasel in her mouth was a dangerous act. Looking at the spear jutting from his body, she called out to me. “…I remember that-that… move. I enjoy it more… when I am not-not on the receiving end of your… anger.”

The vile bastard stumbled, staggering away. He was clutching at his face, one side of which looked worse than the Widow of Nails did, the flesh incinerated. Pulling free the spear that impaled him, blood gushed from the wound, and he fell to his knees. As he did so an impact rocked his shoulder, as Ixitt managed to strike him with an attack.

“Sadly, I missed your ass…” I panted, staggering over to Shaeula and using what little aether I had left to start healing her poor throat and mouth. “But even so, maybe you understand a fraction of the feelings of the girls you penetrated against their wills. Make the most of it, because you are so dead the moment Shaeula is healed.” I was in poor shape, but even so, I could handle him now.

“Kiku, you worthless harlot!” the bastard screamed. “I don’t care what you have to do, use everything at our disposal. I want these fuckers gone! Die if you have to!”

Kiku, who was suddenly on the back foot, as Ulfuric had recovered from the agony he was subjected to, looked at her errant master, face expressionless. “But my wedding ring, I need it…”

“Fuck your goddamn ring!” His scream was baleful, enraged. “Not until they are dealt with. Obey me you whore! Fight until you and all your useless ghosts die, or they are done!"

With that final roared, rage-filled command, he vanished, fleeing back to the Material, leaving behind my spear, the spearhead warped and cracked, and a large puddle of gore.

Shit, the fucker got away. Still, those wounds were bad, his Material body should be a mess right now…

“I did not want it to come to this.” Kiku groaned. “I had saved these for when Kondou-dono was vulnerable… sadly, when he orders, I must obey. Such has always been my fate.”

“That sounds… ominous.” Shaeula coughed, still in my embrace, arms around me, shivering as I worked on her torn flesh.

“Yeah, no kidding, and I’m pretty much bone dry of aether, only a bit of wind and flame left.”

Before Shaeula could reply, the air blew cold, and wraiths started pouring out of the ground, first a handful, then a few, then dozens, then scores…

Well, at least they aren’t more poor women, but even so… As the ghost horde thronged around Kiku in a milling mob of silent howls and screams, I realised our chances of winning here had just hit rock bottom. By the Gods, that is a lot of Orcs…


One Hundred And Fifty-Two


My Foresight was ringing alarmingly, warning of oncoming disaster. I mean, no shit. This situation is serious… uh… As the hundreds of wraith-Orcs flooded around us I realised my Foresight wasn’t screaming at me about this imminent danger, but one shortly in the future, which had been looming closer due to several prior events, but had now solidified to something potentially disastrous. Great, that’s all I need. But forget about it for now, we have more pressing issues…

“Die for me, cruel bringer of fire and foul beasts. Alas for you, my poor child, you shall perish due to the whims of men.” Kiku looked at Shaeula, her inky, mad eyes radiating sorrow. She brought her one remaining arm forwards in a pointing gesture, and her host of spectral thrall Orcs she had secretly been building up over time surged at us.

“No thank you.” Shaeula sniffed. “I shall not-not die here. And do take responsibility for your own actions. You can not-not blame everything on others.”

“Oh, your deaths are certain. Kondou-dono declared you must be disposed of, before I can…” Her attention strayed, she seemed distracted, but even so a cloud of her nails formed around her once more.

“Keh-keh-keh. How interesting. My attacks are passing right through them.” Ixitt observed as his projectiles and thrown weapons phased right through the host of charging Orcs, barely doing anything.

Shaeula’s pinwheels sliced apart the mass of spectres, severing their bodies, but they quickly reformed. Still, it kept most of them back, a few slipping through to engage me and Ulfuric. Their blows rained down on us, phantasmal fists and spectral weapons swinging. The injuries they inflicted were weak, far less dangerous than the original strength of the piglike Orcs, but even so, in our ragged and exhausted state, the sheer number was oppressive. Then nails started raining down on us, forcing Ulfuric to draw out the last of his earth energy to drag clay walls out to absorb the impacts.

“We need elemental fire. It purifies them!” I cried out.

“I see. Keh-keh.” Ixitt pulled out three glittering glass vials. “Luckily I still have these left I see. Keh-keh.” Hurling them into the swarming ghosts they flared with green and yellow light before exploding violently, scattering billowing flames everywhere. Orcs disintegrated, spilling ether, and we dragged in what little we could.

“Yes, you were correct, keh-keh, it seems.” he chortled. “Alas, I am all out of the bluesteel powder you charged for me. Keh-keh. I hope you have another plan?”

“I do as it happens.” I trickled a tiny amount of my remaining flame energy into the bluesteel head of my spear, and it struck down an Orc, now doing real damage. “Shaeula, can you do a combination attack with me? Like in Las Vegas.”

“Of course.” She had her bells in one hand, and drawing in a tide of verdant energy into them, causing them to shine and ring, she then cascaded it my way. I greedily sucked it in, and fed it into my last flickers of flame. “Foehn!”

The fragile mud walls in front of us collapsed, yellow flames gushing out like liquid. Orcs were swept up in the deluge, and as they exploded in their dozens Level-up notifications appeared and ether scattered everywhere. Sadly, the spread was clearly insufficient to deal with all the ghost Orcs, though a few who weren’t caught in the initial wave wandered into the clinging sparks being thrown off and burned like candles too.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Thirty-five to Thirty-seven.


Seeing the gushing wave of fire roaring towards her, Kiku panicked, remembering the terrible pain and damage the last Foehn had inflicted. With a shriek she summoned her massive spikes of rusted metal from the ground, forming an interlocking barrier of iron. Foehn scattered into it, starting to eat away at the surface, but the Widow hopped backwards, eyes wild.

“If you could summon such hellfire again, we could triumph.” Ulfuric whispered, his greatsword slashing, doing little but slowing the Orcs as they reformed under his blows.

“Yeah well sorry, but I’m beyond dry now.” I gasped in response. Shaeula was also looking pale, her Chakras drained. “I hate it, but we are going to have to retreat. Besides…” I nodded towards the horizon, and Ulfuric sighed, a great booming noise.

“I see. Indeed, the fortunes of war turn away from us rapidly.”

I could see ghostly shapes in the sky flying back towards us in the distance. If it was that ghost girl with the strange light-based ability, we were finished. How can we get out of this? It won’t be through combat strength… think… think… wait, that’s it!

“Hey, don’t you have to go find your wedding ring?” I remembered the conversation that had taken place between the Astral Emperor candidate and Kiku. “If it’s important to you, I think you shouldn’t be wasting time with us.” I ducked under several Orcs and thrust my spear into the blazing Foehn, coating the already cracked head in napalm. Now my blows could kill spectral enemies, though how long my weapon would last was likely measured in seconds, minutes at best… “I bet you lost the ring during our battle in the shrine. And if so…”

Behind us the shrine was still an inferno, the Foehn feeding greedily on the natural wind energy of the place. At my words Kiku paused, raising her hand to her mouth, gnawing futilely on her missing ring finger.

It’s working… we might just pull this off…

“No, no. Kondou-dono ordered me to see you dead.” She shook her head, what little hair she had remaining after her earlier brush with the flames hanging over her face like a shroud. “I must… I must…”

She’s conflicted. She hates this Kondou, and her ring is obviously deeply important to her. But it seems she has to follow his orders… wait…

As we were forced back, I continued to exhort her to listen. “Actually he said ‘I want these fuckers gone!’ didn’t he? So well done. You win. We are leaving. Therefore we are gone. Besides…” It was time to bluff and cajole, as my spear was on its last legs, the shaft now on fire, spearhead melted and barely recognisable. “… just think how close we came to defeating Kondou. You were almost free. I didn’t want to fight you, we could have been friends if we met under better circumstances. I would hate to have to kill you here. Death by fire is painful, and I hate hurting women.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula also understood what I was going for. She dug out what fire energies she had, her amber eyes not missing Kiku flinch as the small yellow bolts blasted a few Orcs to ashes. “I have great-great sorrow for you, poor female. If you had met a better-better, kinder master such as my Akio… alas, fate can be cruel. Even so… it is not-not too late.”

“Keh-keh-keh. Most rings are silver or gold, for humans, I believe, keh-keh? They melt at rather low… temperatures.” Ixitt chimed in. He may not have had any remaining ways of using elemental fire, but he blasted heavy bolts into the fiery ground, sending droplets of the deadly Foehn everywhere, further scaring Kiku.

“When next we meet, I hope you make the right choice. Even when ordered to fight, there are ways to restrain yourself. I promise you, this Kondou bastard won’t hurt you for much longer…” We began to backpedal rapidly, and the Orcs started retreating from the flames.

“I do not trust you, vile man, my burns remind me of your cruelty…” The golden sea of fire was reflected in her lifeless black eyes. “… still, my husband, I cannot abandon you…” she muttered, before she turned her attention back to us. “You have fled, as Kondou-dono wanted. When next we meet, I shall finish this. Only when all foul men lie in their graves, can we women be free.” With that she turned for the shrine, still shivering in fear, yet she raced towards the flames, metal forming a sort of umbrella over her head to deflect the falling droplets of searing Foehn.

Well damn, I can’t believe that worked… The ghost girl overhead was following her ‘mother’ and the remaining spectral Orcs were retreating from the flames. “All right. We didn’t exactly win, but… getting out of this alive will do, right?” With that we retreated, running until we had left enemy Territory…

[image: image-placeholder]

Safe within Shirohebizumi shrine, behind salt wards, we regrouped. I slumped down, beyond exhausted, and Shaeula lay on my lap, while I gently caressed her head and stroked her hair. Our surviving forces were gathered, and Tillyae was leading her musicians in a soothing song, called song of healing.

“Yes, that could have been better, but I think we can consider it a victory.” I said at last, and a murmur of agreement spread around the shrine. We had taken casualties, which would normally be great cause for grief, and I sure wasn’t hard-hearted enough to see our troops as disposable, even ones who had joined such a short while ago, but thanks to Shaeula’s broken Skill, they would re-join us in time.

“I can hardly believe thisssssssss. A fellow Kami hasssssss taken our hosssssspitality.” The White Snake Kami hissed, looking at the Jade Beetle Kami and his four surviving attendants, who were huddled in one corner.

“Indeed, clik-clik. I feel shame, but I appreciate your sanctuary, White Snake. You had clik-clik the fortune to meet a noble human. We were not clik-clik so lucky. Still… he was punished, I believe.”

“Perhaps he will succumb to his injuries?” Shaeula hoped, speaking up from my lap. “The spear drove deep, and I could-could see elemental wind discharged within.”

“We can but hope.” I continued playing with Shaeula’s hair, feeling embarrassed at the eyes on me, especially Ixitt, who was snickering in that rasping way of his. But I had made up my mind that Shaeula was mine, so… ugh, us Japanese are lousy at public displays of affection. Still, that isn’t the issue now. “… but I don’t think so. I missed his vital organs, and while he didn’t seem that strong, his movements and aether… his stats are probably in the upper end of human potential at the least. Even so… he’ll be out of commission for a while. But I can feel a really bad problem coming our way. I can’t precisely place it, but it’s days away at the latest…” The premonition I was assuming my Foresight was providing was chilling. It was as if a cloud was forming around those close to me, a great danger…

“I see. I would advise against attacking imprudently.” Ulfuric declared. “Omens of ill-fortune should be heeded. We should strengthen the defences here and around the Anchor.”

“Grul says why are you so cowardly, badger-man?” Grulgor drawled sarcastically. Some time after our safe return Grulgor and his Trolls also returned, their flesh slowly healing from many injuries, their armour filled with craters and shattered plates. Hell, Grulgor has even bent that massive mace I made him nearly at right-angles, which really takes some doing… “Grul had much fun smashing, crushing and breaking. Grul says there is still more to destroy!”

Apparently the Trolls had broken through the barrier when we collapsed it, and after annihilating any Orcs that were in the area they managed to find some undefended Buildings and destroy them, until they neared the centre, when barrages from a swarm of Defensive Emplacements became impossible to push through.

“Well, let’s stay calm. I think we still have the advantage. Sure, we lost the element of surprise with our new army, but we broke their hold over Hisuikomushi shrine and rescued the priest and the Kami. That’ll really cut their forces. No more siege-beetles, right?”

“That woman with the nails is also wounded, and I believe you have put-put doubt in her mind. At worst, she will not-not fight at her best, and perhaps will even throw in her lot with us.” Shaeula commented. “You have wounded that vile mortal quite-quite severely too.”

“It wasn’t just me.” I grinned. “You were totally badass when you spat that exploding weasel-snake into his face. I know just how much his ability hurt, so I’m impressed.”

“Of course-course you are.” Shaeula crowed. “I believe his League was unimpressive, so when I put my all into resisting his ability, I found-found the pain becoming bearable. Despite that…” she burrowed deeper into my embrace. “… it was still-still terribly painful. We have many-many scores to settle with him.”

“Indeed. After sharing the memories from that poor ghost… yeah, this Kondou guy is human garbage who needs disposing of. In any case, we damaged his Territory quite a bit in terms of defences as well. There is still the Sniper Emplacement, and the large number around what I presume is the Territory Anchor, but other than that… with him so hurt, he won’t be able to replace them quickly.”

“So that just-just leaves the issue with the ghosts.” The previously quiet head of the weaselkin mages, Danaera, spoke up. “Alas, our wind would not be effective.”

“Yeah, we need flame, and while your wind can be used to feed it, we are relying on what Shaeula and I can stock…”

We spent time considering the problem, mainly what to do about the Widow of Nails, her ghost daughters and the Orcs. In addition we would need to fix a massive amount of our gear. I had none that was functional left, for example. In the end, Shaeula and I returned to the Material for some rest and recovery, figuring that we would definitely need to be at our best for the upcoming battles, and whatever my Foresight was warning me of…


Side Thirty-Nine – Duke Formor


Dark purple and green lights flickered eerily in the large limestone cavern, casting dark shadows throughout the room, shrouding the immense figure that sat upon a black-iron throne at the back of the cave, leaving one half in inky darkness, the other half illuminated in sickly shades.

The towering figure, who even seated was topping seven metres in height, let out a bellow of rage that shook the very walls of the chamber. He lashed out with one massive grey fist, and the rock wall caved under the impact, head-sized chunks of mottled stone tumbling to the floor to shatter loudly, dust and debris shaken loose from the ceiling filling the air with choking pale dust.

“That insolent whelp.” Duke Formor, leader of the few Giants and Trolls that had not deserted the Seelie for their dark brethren, grated, his voice as deep and booming as the storm-tossed seas. His yellow eyes were glaring balefully at nothing, and his other hand twitched, fingers as thick as oak branches opening and closing fitfully, as if he was choking the life from someone.

“He dares come into my halls, my very castle, and accuse me of trying to slay his bitch of a little sister! To my face! Shaeraggo, you are not your father, you have no right to speak to your betters in such a manner!” His foot stomped down, shattering the floor.

Literally shaking with rage, the ornate robes he was wearing catching on the metal barbs of his throne and tearing, the iron scoring across the leathery ashen skin beneath, he let out another roar of fury, before taking a deep breath to forcibly calm himself.

“There is no proof. Grulgor is a fool, so I can say he was acting alone. But still… just how has he failed? The little runt is worthless, her spiritual League barely that of a Pixie, her bastard bloodlines conflicting. Better she be gone, rather than live in shame and ignominy, forever mocked by all but her own kin. Yes…” He paused, thinking. “… it was no attempt at murder, merely… dispensing mercy. That it would have gained me a favour from Duke Vulpatrius is merely my due for a good deed. Yes, none could fault me for my charity.” He rumbled a strange noise, and only his closest kin would know it was laughter. He stomped down again, and the floor caved in once more. His eyes changed from yellow to deep crimson, and the shattered rubble in front of him began to deform, melting, then bursting into violet flames, disintegrating.

With great force of effort he shut his eyes as the room began to burn apart, and when he opened them again they had returned to yellow, tears of black blood around his eye-sockets, giving him a ghoulish look. “I must not destroy the chamber again. Gorgulthane will be displeased if he has to restore it once more… still, it is… so very hard… not to be angry right now.” His massive muscles, tougher than any steel, surged under his skin, and he squeezed the armrests of his throne, the Fae metal distorting with a shrill scream. “Grulgor should have killed her with ease, or at least had the dignity to die if he failed, not… not to somehow be serving her, if that barking weasel was to be believed.”

Feeling the heat rising in his head, an affliction that caused him no end of torment, he wiped away more black tears, forcing down the pain and urge to destroy until he could think clearly again. “What to do, what to do. It seems that Shaeraggo is in no hurry to tell his father of this, or that useless Princeling would be at my door with all his armies. He does love his children so, even that half-blood trash. How it pained him when he was forced to send her away…”

Duke Vulpatrius had organised it, bribing her maids and attendants to help inflate her ego, drawing too much attention to herself. It was quite the brilliant plan, one that Duke Formor admitted he would be hard pressed to imitate.

All because that irresponsible fool could not keep his hands to himself. To think he would successfully court a member of the Night Parade, and aim to take her as his wife, no less. The Night Parade and the Seelie Court had a long and … curious… history indeed. There had been some traffic between them, certainly, but most of the Night Parade had more sympathies with… the other Court.

No, there was no way that Shaetanao could be allowed to gain influence with the Parade. If Duke Vulpatrius and the rest of the leaders of their faction were to have any hope of overturning the pathetic leadership of that licentious imbecile, such ties would need to be severed. From both sides. Yes.

The little half-breed’s mother was pressured too, many in the Parade having similar concerns. No, the status-quo was satisfactory for now. We have some allies ourselves, as yet unrevealed. Yes, best that she died. The plan was perfect. Grulgor, you oaf, fool, trash, I shall have your head when you return!

Not realising his fury was unleashed Duke Formor destroyed his throne, virulent flames turning the room into a melted lava-filled hell. Once his fury was spent, hours later, he looked around in surprise.

Gorgulthane will not be pleased, not pleased at all…

With a pained sigh he shouted out in his booming voice. “Gorgulthane, Ferexulu, attend me!”

Within moments two giants had entered the scorched hall. The first was some eight metres tall, and covered in thick brown protrusions of stone, making him look more golem than living creature. As his murky eyes peered out across the devastation he sighed, a long exhalation that scattered molten stone like a storm. “Duke, I see you have let your Eyes of Incineration run free again.”

Before Duke Formor could answer the second figure spoke. He was another giant, though short, at barely four metres tall, and surprisingly handsome, looking like a well-appointed yet oversized gentleman, complete with long dark hair down to the floor and an outfit that was more foppish than functional. Holding up one large hand, on which glittered an array of shining rings, he smiled, even the air around him seeming to still to better hear his words.

“Now you know Duke Formor was sorely provoked, Gorgu. Just do your thing and put everything back together. I shall take it on myself to soothe the master’s ire. To think, Grulgor let us down so badly. After this we should appoint a new leader for the Trolls. He has lost our trust.”

“Do not call me Gorgu, half-blood.” Gorgulthane roared, but Ferexulu paid his anger no heed.

“Oh, it is merely a sign of affection.” Ferexulu chuckled melodiously. “Anyway, Duke Formor, it seems that we need to find another way to handle the problem child. Oh how I sympathise, it is hard, being of two bloodlines.” His smile grew brighter, and the lights flickered, flames starting to stretch in his direction.

“Now that brat Shaeraggo suspects us, I fail to see what we can do.” Duke Formor ground his teeth. The presence of Ferexulu, his seneschal and left hand, always soothed his rage, driving it down, but even so… If only I could go myself, and wring her neck. It would take but a second to grind her to bloody paste…. Alas, such would only spark a war between the Seelie, and their enemies would surely not let that pass without taking full advantage… No, despite everything, we must not offer our enemies outside the Court any weaknesses to exploit.

As Gorgulthane was repairing the room, red energies of earth spreading from him in a vast wave, regrowing stone out of the ruins, even the black-iron throne twisting back into shape, Ferexulu shrugged. Flourishing his arm, he gestured to something he had brought with him, a wood and black-iron box, the size of a mortal coffin.

Iron was poison to the true Fae, though those the Court has accepted, such as us Giants, Trolls and more… we seldom fear it…

“What have you there?” he boomed, looking at the box, which was also wrapped with chains of brass and black iron, tightly bound. As his voice echoed the box shivered, and then the lid jumped as through struck, creeping up barely a fraction before the chains prevented further movement. A series of banging thumps could be heard from within, rattling the chains, jogging a memory free from the Duke.

“Wait, Ferexulu. Is that… the spoils of war we received from our last conflict with the Unseelie?”

Gorgulthane was ignoring their conversation, concentrating on his work, but as his energies spread towards the box they were drawn in, leaving his grasp. Hastily he cut his connection, the ruby light flickering out. “Just what is in there?” he grated, as the box started to shake once more, this time more vigorously, chains straining.

“It is a little gift for our poor half-breed. As one myself, I do so appreciate the generosity you have shown her, my Lord Duke.” Ferexulu bowed graciously. “Since the weasel left, I have been investigating, and it looks like he is sending a caravan of treasures to her once they have been fully gathered in secret. It seems some sort of bargain was made, Oaths exchanged.”

“I see.” Duke Formor grinned, his anger forgotten. Yes, Ferexulu always improves my mood. His ability to root out secret doings that people wish to keep hidden is unrivalled. “I remember it now. Quite the… troublemaker. Subduing it took much effort. I can see we have wronged Shaeraggo and his precious sister…” He smiled balefully, slab-like teeth grinding together in amusement. “… we should apologise by offering tribute to her, compensation for Grulgor’s misconduct.”

“My thoughts exactly. I shall be sure to slip it into their treasure wagons before they depart. Expecting theft is wise, but who would believe someone would add to the tribute? Surely it shall pass unnoticed.”

“With this we can placate Duke Vulpatrius. And our hands will be clean. After all, none but our forces were present in the battle where we subdued… it.”

“Maybe our honourable foxkin ally can place the blame for her end on Shaeraggo? After all, he has not told his father about her circumstances, and he was the one to send her these treasures.”

“Vulpatrius would find that amusing indeed. And any hope of that lustful vermin Shaetanao making further ties with the Night Parade with her mother… surely they would be doomed to death as well…”

Chuckling darkly, Duke Formor and Ferexulu enjoyed their plotting, while Gorgulthane worked, shaking his head at their schemes. Beside them, the box shook again, and from a tiny crack in the lid an eye could be seen peering out, wracked with madness…


One Hundred And Fifty-Three – Contains Status – Shaeula 5 – Chapter Contains R18/Adult Content


Waking up was a pleasure as always, my body aching and covered in blood. Ether Healing and my body’s ever-increasing Fortitude meant that most of the injuries were little more than fading bruises and scabbed-over cuts, but that still didn’t make it any more pleasant. Beside me, Shaeula opened her eyes slowly, eyelids fluttering. Wrinkling her nose at the smell of blood and sweat, she sighed.

“I feel-feel we should take a bath before doing anything else. We are in quite-quite the poor condition.” With that she dematerialised her yukata, standing up naked and unconcerned. Seeing her body I flushed, and her expression changed, now a wolfish grin.

“Okay, I get it.” I answered her with a smile of my own. “But before that…” I reached for my mobile phone. Typing out a message to Karen-chan for her Monday morning task (it wasn’t worth making her do overtime on it, as we had time before our next push) I asked her to investigate any Kondou’s who were male and had connections to the area around Hisuikomushi shrine, paying particular attention to any hospitalisations or the like.

Of course, I stressed she was to do it subtly, that it was more important that no-one found out she was digging into him, rather than getting information carelessly. Moments later I had a reply, complaining that the task was strange, but that she’d get right on it, so I had to send her another text, reminding her not to do overtime unless it was an emergency… seriously, I am not her ex-boss. I don’t run a black company! Weekends are for resting… though damn, I should take my own advice sometimes…

Heading to the bath, in which Shaeula was sunk happily up to her neck in the hot water, her amber hair billowing out behind her, floating, I quickly stripped off and sank into the water myself, unable to hold back a sigh of contentment as the heat was soothing on my wounds.

“I must thank Eri for allowing me to finally join spirits with you.” Shaeula mused. “I am far-far stronger than I was before. We may not-not have defeated our enemy, but next time…. I shall not-not be stopped from crushing all our foes.”

Curious I used Kin Examination, Shaeula blushing and squirming at the sensation, and I let out an exclamation as I saw her rapid growth. In addition, Kin Examination broke through to Rank 6, her League becoming visible as well.

[Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan] [Noble Fae] [Wind And Flame Aspect]
[Material Statistics]
Might                  117 227 (+5)
Fortitude            115 225 (+5)
Intellect              151 261 (+5)
Resilience          111 226 (+5)
Alacrity              163 273 (+5)
Precision            132 242 (+5)
Aether             1093 1315 (+5)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                     16 (+0)
Majesty                      8 (+0)
Charm                      17 (+0)
League                     10 (+0)
Determination           6 (+0)
Foresight                   3 (+0)
???                             1 (+0)
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 3
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 6
Aether Manipulation Rank 4
Aether Combat Technique Rank 3
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 3
[Elemental Skills]
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 6
Wind Manipulation Rank 5
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 2
Flame Manipulation Rank 3
Lunar Chakra Of Wind And Flame Rank 1
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spatial Perception Rank 2
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eyes Of Perception Rank 5
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 5
Blessing Of Fortunate Winds Rank 4
Blessing Of Befuddling Winds Rank 2
Foehn, Wind-Eating Breath Rank 3
Lovers’ Link Rank 4
[Level] 5/19 16/20
[Classes]
Great Wind And Flame Fae 12/20
Pledged One 8/10
[Mastered Classes]
Wind Fae 10/10


“Well damn.” I whistled, impressed. “Your stats have nearly caught me up, you weren’t kidding. I don’t have to worry about you when you are out on your own or with the girls anymore. I’d have to worry about anyone trying to harm you instead!”

“No, you should still-still worry about me, I insist!” Shaeula mock-pouted, and we laughed heartily, more of the stress of the life-or-death battles sloughing off us, along with our dirt and blood in the water.

“I really need to improve my Chakra network. If I can reach your level then…” I ran some quick calculations. “Damn, I’d gain well over a hundred points in everything, and more in Aether.”

“There is no-no need to be jealous. I do not-not mind looking after you, making you a… how did Karen put it that time… a toy-boy.” After more merriment, she turned her gaze on me, eyes serious. Noticing the change in mood I met her gaze quietly. “Seriously though, Akio…” she continued. “I can not-not thank you enough. All this is because of you. We are already making good on my promise to brother Shaeraggo. Soon he will-will be forced to acknowledge us. Thank you.”

“Don’t be a fool. It isn’t just down to me. Your hard work is why. Besides, I don’t need thanks for that, do I? After all, you will be my wife soon enough. Love doesn’t need thanks or a reason.” Blushing at the cheesy lines I had just delivered (though I meant them too), that set Shaeula off, her breath coming in hot gasps.

“I can not-not resist any longer.” Shaeula panted, splashing over to me and wrapping her arms around my body, before starting to lick and nibble at my neck and ears. “You are dangerously charming, I fear. You even smell Fae now. Soon no female shall-shall be able to deny you!”

I opened my mouth to protest but Shaeula stopped my words by sealing my lips with her own, her tongue tangling with mine, penetrating deeply. Caught up in the moment my hands roamed over her body, marvelling at her smooth skin, one hand slid down to her buttocks, gently squeezing and massaging them, while my other crawled up her belly and then onto her breasts, squeezing them and playing with her rapidly hardening nipples.

Her tongue was going wild, her aggression and passion rising. My hand groping her ass slid lower, and she shivered as I started playing with her slit under the water, teasing it gently. One finger started rubbing gently at her clitoris, and as the brilliant little ruby revealed itself I went harder, and she convulsed, our mouths finally separating.

“Akio… I want…” she managed to mutter, melted with pleasure, as we both took in deep breaths. Her small hand went to my penis, and started stroking it, the tip coming out of the water. Her other hand started playing with my glans, and she licked the precum off her fingers seductively. Bending down, her amber hair falling in a wave behind her, she began to suck my dick, tongue working over the head greedily.

Woah, this feels amazing. The contrast of the warm water on the lower part of my cock, and her mouth on the upper part, it was something I had never felt before. Wanting to share the pleasure I used both hands to attack her pussy and clit, and soon we were both in extasy, Shaeula lying next to me, droplets of my cum all down her chest, the excess having spilled from her mouth as I orgasmed hard, flooding her.

“The taste is still quite-quite strange.” Shaeula pondered, opening her mouth to show me she had swallowed it all. “But since it is yours…”

Damn, she’s impossibly adorable right now. Picking her up I lifted her out of the water so that she was facing me, and my hand went to her soaked pussy once more, spreading the lips. Shaeula shivered as cold air entered her, only to screw up her eyes in pleasure as I lowered her gently onto my still-hard shaft. The glans penetrated her, and as my shaft slid in, spreading her tiny pussy wider, she groaned and moaned in pleasure.

“Just a little… more…” I gasped, feeling intense joy as her tight body sucked and squeezed my dick, wriggling as though it was desperate for my semen. “There!” With one last push our bodies fully connected, and Shaeula slumped over, leaning on my chest.

“I feel-feel so full.” She moaned. “I feel…” she trailed off, kissing me once more. As she did so she started sliding up and down, the movements of her tongue growing more intense each time my cock hammered into the very top of her pussy, kissing her uterus. My hands were massaging her all over, and I could feel her body tightening, seeking me. As our pistoning became harder, more furious, she pulled her mouth free from mine, looking at me with her pure amber eyes, her skin flushed pink with the heat of the bath and lust.

“I think this… ahn… position is good-good. We can kiss all.. ahh, we… like.. ugh, ahn.” Shaeula’s words were interspersed with hot moans. “I am… ahn… rising… please, Akio… ahn, give me your… ugh, ahn… seed!”

The expression she gave me when saying such things inflamed my passions to the maximum, and I began to drive at her body even faster. Shaeula reached orgasm, her body screaming, and moments later I too erupted, fountains of cum spraying her insides. Her mortal body reacted, her womb convulsing, sucking in my semen greedily, dyeing her insides my colour. I’m just glad I don’t think she can get pregnant… I don’t… think…

We kissed one final time, before I pulled her free. She made a noise of disappointment as my penis slid out of her, followed by a tide of pearly white cum, dispersing into the bathwater. As we hugged, our lust cooling down, I felt refreshed, and looking at Shaeula I knew she was the same. “We needed that, didn’t we? It was hell in the Boundary.”

“Indeed.” We shared more kisses and touching, this time slow and gentle, more reassuring than lustful. “When I am one with you-you, I feel at peace. If only we had the energies to bond the Fae way too.”

“Next time.” I kissed her lips and her forehead gently, holding her close.

“I look forward to it. Eri can-can join in too. She will be jealous to hear we have-have done it in the bath.” Shaeula grinned mirthfully. Then she paused, cocking her head. “Speaking of the bath, this will be a pain to clean up, will it not-not?”

“Totally worth it though.” I laughed, giving her a squeeze. “Totally worth it.”
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Once out of the bath and dressed in fresh clothing we were relaxing with a few beers when our doorbell rang. I wonder who that could be?

Opening the door I saw an impatient-looking Kana-chan waiting, in her casual clothes, body-fit jeans and a dark red t-shirt cut daringly. She’s still wearing the hair ornament we got her I see…

On seeing us her expression brightened briefly, before she looked away, eyes watering, blinking. “Just what did you two do recently?” she gasped, rubbing at her wet eyes with her hands, blinking as though she had been blinded. “You were never so spiritually bright before big bro, Shaeula. My ability to see ‘abnormalities’ just flickered on and now my head is aching… you owe me…”

“I see-see you have caught a mere glimpse of my greatness, Kana.” Shaeula crowed while holding my hand tightly. “After much-much battle in the Boundary, I have grown immensely!” She puffed out her modest chest, her summery dress making her look more fairy-like than usual.

“Battle, huh?” Kana-chan sighed, her eyes refocusing. “Sounds scary. I’m a girl who needs to be looked after, protected.” Her gaze strayed to where we were holding hands, and I momentarily saw darkness flicker across her features, before her usual pretty mask obscured her thoughts. You know, the more I see of Kana-chan, I can’t help but think she’s always putting on an act. Eri said she was false too… Still, we all tried to cover our true feelings and present ourselves in the best way possible to others. I had been doing it for years, after all. I wouldn’t hold it against her. And not just because she’s very cute, no, beautiful in fact. I guess I admire people who can live how they want, go after what they want…

“So, big bro…” Kana-chan said, tilting her head cutely, looking into my eyes. Yeah, exactly my point. That’s so obscenely adorable it has to be planned. But what’s adorable is adorable. “… should you really be holding hands so closely with Shaeula? If Mori-senpai finds out, you’ll be in trouble, won't you? I’m sure I have her number in the group chat Shaeula was sending me pictures in. I might just have to let her know…” She fluttered her eyelashes at me, and her t-shirt showed off her decent chest and smooth shoulders.

Still, you can’t hide the distaste when you said Eri’s name. I guess you two didn’t exactly hit it off… ugh… I don’t know how these harem protagonists manage all those girls. Kana-chan isn’t even mine and she’s striking sparks off Eri anyway…

“I was so jealous of Shaeula and Mori-senpai enjoying that meal in Shibuya.” she continued, her tone wheedling. “And who was that girl in the photograph? She looked rich. You’ll take me along next time, won't you?”

Shaeula burst out laughing, having held it in for a while at Kana-chan’s antics. She stood on tiptoe, locking lips with me and forcing her tongue inside. The sudden attack shocked me, but I was very used to kissing her now, so responded instinctively, my hand grabbing at her ass, tongues tangling together wetly, damp sounds filling the night air.

“Eep!”

The pretty little noise jolted me out of the moment, and I relinquished Shaeula a touch regretfully, my face burning. Still, I’ve never heard anyone actually say ‘eep’ before. That’s just darling and I don’t think that was an act… As I wiped our mingled saliva off my face I looked at Kana-chan, whose skin was nearly matching her t-shirt for colour.

“I guess you are not-not so worldly-wise as you portray, Kana.” Shaeula smirked. “Still, that is cute, is it not-not, Akio?”

“I’m very popular with guys, I get hit on all the time. Everyone wants to date me!” Kana-chan protested, annoyed. “But what… what the hell were you doing? I know Mori-senpai lets you hang around with him, but… ki… ki… kissing!” She stumbled over the word.

“You think kissing is all-all we do?” Shaeula snorted. “Why, in the bath mere moments ago, we were joined as one. It was particularly fun was it not-not, Akio? Quite the different experience from having sex on the bed.”

Kana-chan seemed to freeze for a moment, before she rebooted, covering her face with her hands. “Seriously… you… but you are engaged. Big bro… you pervert! Cheater! Enemy of women!”

“Hardly. Look here.” Shaeula thrust her hand with her own engagement ring under Kana-chan’s nose. She looked down to see the sparkling diamond, and swallowed.

“Is that…” she asked hesitantly, and Shaeula nodded excitedly.

“Indeed. I too-too am going to be marrying Akio. He even had to fight my fool-fool of an older brother for the privilege.”

“Your brother…” Kana-chan still looked perturbed by the whole situation, which was outside her expectations. “… but he’d be a spiritual being, a Kami, wouldn't he?”

“If he stands in the way of the dreams of those I love, he could be a Kami or a Devil, I’ll still sweep him aside.” Damn, delivering that line didn’t embarrass me as much as before, I guess I’m slowly getting used to this… again, I mean it though. For Shaeula, for Eri… nothing will stand against us.

“But… well, I guess you are a Kami, so maybe Japanese law isn’t going to apply, but even so…” Kana-chan was struggling with the concept, and I sympathised, as it had taken me two weeks of very difficult contemplation to reach this point myself.

“Before you ask if Eri is aware of this, she accepted me. It was-was rather touching.” Shaeula reminisced cheerfully. “She is a good-good female, worthy of Akio. And afterwards… well, we served him together on the bed.” She licked her lips seductively, and Kana-chan let out another little noise of shock. “You like Akio, do you not-not? You should polish yourself so Akio takes you as well.”

Hey, what? Shaeula! Eri said you were to stop doing this! Besides… I accepted you because… well, damn, I love you. it’s impossible not to. Eri is the same. Kana-chan is… attractive to be sure, and she has that whole practised charm thing going for her, but… no, definitely not. Besides, she’s younger than Eri, it’d be weird, and Eri doesn’t seem to like her and… fuck, why am I even entertaining the thought. This is not going to be one of those ‘well, once you have a second wife, you might as well accept them all’ scenarios! I am going to be faithful!

As I stood there dumfounded, thinking, Kana-chan pulled her arms under her chest, adopting a stern pose. “No way. Sorry big bro, I do like you, and… well, you seem to be more handsome every time I see you… I wonder if that’s because you are… having sex with…” Her words became inaudible. “… never mind. Seriously though, I don’t need to polish myself, Shaeula, I’m already a diamond. I’m no less beautiful than you or Mori-senpai, and I have natural talent in the spiritual arts, as well as an ancient bloodline. I deserve a man who will look after me, cherish me, dedicate himself to me, look only at me. And you I can see, you are special, but what does Mori-senpai have to offer, eh? What polishing has she done?”

Ouch, now that’s just bitchy. I mean, I like Kana-chan, but insulting Eri that way is going too far. Yet even before I could defend my childhood friend, Shaeula sighed, shaking her head. She reached over and surprised Kana-chan by gently flicking her forehead, causing her to flinch.

“Oh Kana. You remind me a little of myself, just a bundle of arrogance for all-all the wrong reasons. You are indeed very-very beautiful, and have an old bloodline. As did I. But-but is that really worth anything?”

“Of course it is… ouch!” She was flicked again as she tried to protest, and I stood watching, bemused.

“You need-need to find the value in you before you can be happy. You desire a male who will-will be yours and yours alone, worshipping you as his princess.” Shaeula was grinning, the idea amusing her. “Well if you wish that, you shall need-need more than looks, else when you grow-grow old and they fade, your male shall abandon you. As for your talent… Eri has no-no talent. Yet she has slaved away on the training I taught her, and now-now were your eyes to see her, you would see the bright glow of aether. She did it not-not just for Akio, but for herself as well. Eri desperately craved Akio for her own all these long years, yet when she saw-saw my pain… she proved herself a female of great kindness and charity. She extended a hand to me, and now-now we are sisters, loving the same male.”

“I can’t understand that. I dream of being treated right, showered in wealth, praised for my beauty and charm. I’d hate it if my man was even looking at other girls.” Kana-chan said softly.

“I get you, I do. I feel an utter bastard myself, knowing if one of my fiancées was to want another man I’d die inside.” I confessed. “But… I love them both, they like each other, and they both love me… they wanted this, so… I’ll do anything for their happiness, even if I end up hating myself a little for it.”

“That’s… sort of hot.” Kana-chan confessed, shaking her head, backing away from Shaeula, who was eagerly lining up another flick. “Maybe I get it, a little. But I have my own dreams.”

“In that case, you should pursue them.” Shaeula agreed, lowering her hand. “But remember this-this. Is it better to have a portion of love from the best-best male alive, or a full share from some inferior dolt? Besides, I do not-not mind being generous to those I like, but Akio shall save most of his efforts for his wives, so you shall just have-have to live with that!”

“Any man I get will be one of the best.” Kana-chan pouted in protest. “But still, okay, I get your point. I don’t really agree though. Anyway, this has totally thrown me off and we’ve taken ages, I’m in for a lecture now. I was here to tell you that Hikawa-sama is here, and my grandfather wishes to see you. Apparently the final list for those taking your training has been set.”

“I see. That’s good timing. We have important spiritual matters to discuss anyway. Lead on, and I’ll talk to your grandfather so he doesn’t blame you for the delay.”

“See, the best male alive!” Shaeula whispered, and at that even Kana-chan couldn’t keep from laughing.

“Damn, Shaeula. If he’s your man, even if you have to share him with Mori-senpai, stop trying to offer him to every super-pretty, adorable, witty and kind girl like me you run into. He’s only one guy, having too many girls will kill him off, especially if they are all horny like you. I never had you flagged for a pervert.”

“I am not-not a pervert, I merely wish to enjoy all the love a mortal and Fae relationship can offer!” she sniffed primly, bringing out Kana-chan in more gales of laughter. As they went back and forth as we approached the shrine proper, my phone started to ring, and looking at the screen it was Eri.

Oh yeah, she should be back in Nishimorioka by now…


One Hundred And Fifty-Four


“Hey Eri, what’s up?” I answered my phone, stopping our walk to the main shrine. I feel a little bad keeping everyone waiting, but we are already late, and I don’t like ignoring Eri. I’ll only be a couple of minutes…

“Oh good, I wasn’t sure if you’d be back yet.” Eri replied cheerfully. “So, how’d it go? I was pretty worried. Aiko too, but she doesn’t really get what it means to be in that place, so…”

Well, how to answer that one? I don’t want to worry her, but I’m not going to start lying to her either. It was hard enough when I had to keep everything a secret before…

As I pondered, Kana-chan came closer with an impish gleam in her eyes. I raised an eyebrow at her questioningly. but she merely shook her head, laughing quietly. When she was by my phone she spoke loudly. “I’ve got bad news, Mori-senpai. Looks like your man is cheating on you! He admitted to banging her only a few minutes ago!”

“Wait, what… who is that… I recognise that voice. Oh, it’s you.” After a moment Eri worked out it was Kana-chan, the girl she had met that one time yesterday. “Hah. Very. Funny. Indeed.” Eri’s voice was monotone, expressing her disapproval of the joke. “Seriously, why are you even there with Akio anyway?”

“We have an important meeting with the shrine, she was sent to come and get me.” I explained, and Eri hummed to herself, thinking.

“Can you put Shaeula on for a minute?” she asked finally, and as I handed over the phone Kana-chan smirked at me, happy she had got back some of the initiative she had lost with our earlier display of affection and Shaeula’s teasing.

“Sorry, I couldn’t resist.” Kana-chan apologised, fluttering her eyelashes and arranging her pose artfully to make her look pretty. Yeah, the more I see her, the more obvious it is she’s doing it on purpose. Still, I can see why all the boys are hitting on her, even older guys. In a few years she’ll be a real knockout. No, that's not fair to her, she's already stunning. Not that I care. I have my own gorgeous wives. Ugh, wives. It’s amazing how quickly one can adapt to any absurdity…

“Yes, I did-did indeed say there would be little time for lovemaking. And I would not-not lie to you, Eri.” Shaeula was saying bashfully. “But the battle was harsh, and we needed to clear our minds.” Her voice turned serious. “It was actually rather awful.”

At that I could hear Eri’s voice despite not having the handset, as she called out, worried. “Is… are you both all right then? I hope you aren’t injured, like before…I couldn’t bear that again, it was so painful…”

Shaeula held the phone up to me and I spoke reassuringly. “No, well… we did take a beating, but you know I heal fast now, right? When you see me next I’ll be right as rain, I promise. Shaeula wasn’t so badly hurt, but… yeah, the experience was mentally draining. I won’t go into details though, we do have company after all.” I glanced at Kana-chan, who was trying not to look interested but was failing.

“I see. I’m relieved, even if I’m upset you let Shaeula get hurt again, Akio. So… did you win?”

Shaeula smiled at Eri’s warm words, so different from last week in Las Vegas. “We did not-not win, but we did not-not lose, either.” Shaeula answered, and I followed up.

“Yeah, it was a draw in the end, I’d say. But not fifty-fifty. I’d say we took it sixty-forty. There are still issues to solve, and sure I’d have liked a clean victory, but we are still very much in this fight.” There were indeed problems, not least the alarm bells of Foresight that were ringing loudly. Hmm, now might be a good time… “So, are you at home then?” I asked.

“Yes, I thought I’d spend some time with my parents since I spent most of the Tokyo trip with you. Aiko is doing the same with uncle and… no, with father-in-law and mother-in-law.” She giggled. “So don’t worry, no-one can hear what we are talking about, I’m in my room.”

“Okay then, good. But I just wanted to say… be careful, all right? And tell Aiko for me too. I have a bad feeling something is going to happen soon. It’d put my mind at ease if the two of you were alert to danger. You’ve been strengthened a bit, so I’m relying on you, okay?”

Eri exclaimed in delight since I was worried about her, though why she felt that way I had no idea, as I had always looked out for her. Shaeula took the reigns of the conversation once more, and we had a brief scuffle when Kana-chan dropped the bombshell that Shaeula had tried to entice her to fall for me too. Her anger was classic Eri, her voice went so cold I was surprised my phone didn’t freeze and shatter, and she scolded Shaeula saying things like “You promised me you would stop doing that! I don’t want to cut my time with Akio down even further!” and “… besides, that one is no good. I don’t approve of her.” which annoyed Kana-chan quite a lot. Yeah, Kana-chan and Eri seem like oil and water. They don’t mix well…

After several minutes of lectures, Shaeula looked like a whipped dog, her expression downcast, and I took the phone back, calming Eri down by promising I wasn’t even tempted, and that she and Shaeula were the only girls for me. I felt a sharp impact in my ankle, and when I looked all I saw was Shaeula having recovered her smile, and Kana-chan looking away innocently. I shrugged, turning my attention back to ending the call with Eri, only to catch Kana-chan hopping on one foot, face pained, out of the corner of my eye. Did she just… kick my shin? That isn’t going to work with my stats…

“Stay safe, okay?” I finished, and Eri returned my sentiments.

“You too. And Shaeula. Next time… you’ll win. I believe in you both!”

Hanging up the call, I turned back to the girls. “Sorry about that, now we are even later. Still, I’ll take the blame like I said.”

Following Kana-chan we entered Shirohebizumi shrine, and were led to the main chamber, where both Izumi-san’s and Nagi-san were waiting, along with Hikawa-san and surprisingly enough, Marika-chan, who was wearing her shrine maiden attire and kneeling in seiza beside Nagi-san, looking quite nervous, glancing occasionally at the richly dressed Hikawa-san. Well, I guess his shrine is famous. A far cry from Chairoakitara shrine back home...

On seeing us enter, relief crossed the face of Marika-san, while the elder Izumi, Masaji-san, looked rather annoyed. He turned his hard gaze on his granddaughter. “We have been waiting, Kana. We have an important guest and…”

I held up my hand to stop him. Putting on my most business-like smile, I apologised. “Please don’t blame your daughter. Shaeula and I were the cause of the delay, we had a few… spiritual… matters to finish up.” I bowed deeply. “Please do forgive me. So, down to business. I hear we have the finalised list?”

“Indeed.” Masaji-san said, passing me over a sheet of parchment. Hmm, how old-fashioned. Paper would definitely be easier, but it must be some shrine tradition or something…

“So, there’s the three from Hikawa-Kawagoe, two shrine maidens from that shrine, a shrine maiden and priest from there… wait, isn’t there more than we expected?” Scanning the list I could see fifteen names.

“Indeed, we have received favourable noises from Kiyomizu-dera, it seems the leader of our faction is more interested in you than I would have expected.” Hikawa-san exclaimed, clearly pleased. “I reached out to a few other shrines. One is even outside Tokyo. These are the ones that have come on board.”

“I see. Well…” I paused to think. With larger numbers than expected for training, it would put quite the burden on us teaching them, especially Shaeula.

“Oh, do not-not worry so, Akio.” Shaeula interpreted my reluctance. “With my Skills increasing, and the experimenting we have done with Aiko and with Eri, the extra burden would be small. Besides, I do not-not see your other shrine maidens on the list.” Shaeula looked at Masaji-san.

“We agreed two per shrine, did we not?” he answered.

We did, but… Shaeula has spent a little time with Keomi-san, so she naturally wants her to learn as well…

“I’m curious about this training. It still hasn’t been explained clearly. In fact, most things haven’t been.” Hikawa-san talked to me as Shaeula wheedled with Masaji-san to get Keomi-san added to the training list. Making more work for us… and more girls. Luckily not everyone on the list is a shrine maiden or I’d go mad. Daichi-san is on the list himself. Makes sense as he does have some talents already, and he’d be wary of trusting his daughter to me unsupervised.

“I get why. Even in our faction, those in the know are sharing very little.” Hikawa-san continued. “But I’m entrusting my children to you, my treasures, so…”

“Very well then, if Hikawa-san has no objections, I shall allow Keomi-san to take part.” Masaji-san conceded, and Hikawa-san airily waved his approval. As the pen scratched on parchment, adding her name to the list, Hikawa-san looked me directly in the eyes, and I could feel his resolve.

“This whole situation is very strange. Originally the Conclave was set for September, but it keeps getting pushed back. If the situation is a serious as I have been told, the very fate of the Earth resting on it… and even if it isn’t, other countries will be getting the jump on us while we bicker, divided… I can’t believe that Tsukuyomi faction is supporting Amaterasu’s wish to delay our collective response. It makes no sense to me. I can accept spiritual abilities, even spiritual beings…” He nodded at the satisfied Shaeula. “… after all, we are a true shrine, with a lengthy history, and to not believe in Kami, spiritual beings, well that would just be hypocrisy, right?” He grinned, but there was little warmth in it. “Even so, I am starting to get a bad feeling. I want to be sure that my shrine and my family is taking the right path. You understand, surely?”

I’ve tried to be careful about sharing specifics, but… the alliance is firmer now, I’ve invested a ton of money into it, as well as time and knowledge. I think I can go further… if I’m careful…

“It all comes down to Territory in the end.” I answered, that being my best guess as to why there were so many delays. “Sure, working together is important, and for my own part, I’d rather make allies than enemies, working together for everyone’s benefit, but… from those I’ve met who have been chosen… everyone is trying to secure their power base in the Boundary… sorry, you’d call it the spiritual world.”

“I see.” Daichi-san spoke, interested. “So when you said that Shirohebizumi shrine had joined with you, you had made it part of your… Territory, was it? And so your request to own the shrine as well…”

“Look, I’ll be honest. I’ve met two… no, actually, three I guess…” can’t forget that poor priest… “… others in the spiritual world. They have abilities different to mine, though all are unexplainable by science. What is the same, largely, is that the spiritual world somewhat mirrors this ordinary world we live in. And by securing areas of the spiritual world we can grow stronger and gain many benefits. And furthermore…” I gathered my thoughts, having another chance to persuade the Izumi’s. “… I have seen with my own eyes that if one controls both the spiritual... Astral, we call it, and Material Territory that overlaps, many boons can be applied, even here. And as time goes on, I can only see this growing ever greater…”

“I see.” Hikawa-san mused. “So you are saying the delays are so that the factions can claim as much of Kyoto for themselves as possible? Kyoto is second only to Mount Fuji in terms of spiritual legacy, it would be quite a prize…”

“Such foolishness.” Daichi-san grumbled. “Now more than ever we should not be squabbling over benefits, but… working together for everyone’s, for our country and our Kami’s, benefit.” He repeated my words, before fixing me with his attention. “I now understand more of why you wish to take ownership of the shrine, no matter how nominally. I still have reservations, but… I shall consider it in light of your explanations.”

“There are other important reasons too for having a Territory. It is a place of safety, one we will need. You know Hisuikomushi shrine?” I asked, changing the subject suddenly.

“Of course.” Daichi-san nodded. “Being a true shrine, and rather close to us, we know them well, though they are Amaterasu faction, so politically we have little traffic with them. Their worshippers are also… unsavoury, mostly …” He eyed his granddaughter and Marika-chan, before coughing a little and trailing off. Changing the subject away from such matters he continued. “It was terrible what happened to Kikuchi-san. He’s been in a coma for…. wait, you don’t mean?” He realised why I was asking, shocked.

“Yes, I met him only a few hours ago, in the spiritual realm. He was a chosen, like me. Unfortunately…” As everyone waited for my words, I remembered his broken spirit, just wishing to apologise to his daughter for leaving her behind. “… he met another so chosen, far less nice than I.” My face reflected bitterness and rage at that bastard Kondou, the rapist and murderer. “His Territory was only around his shrine and weak, so he was enslaved, forced to remain constantly in the spiritual realm and fight. His Kami too.”

“Such blasphemy!” Daichi-san gasped, and Marika-chan also looked horrified, no doubt worried for her own precious Kami, far distant back in Nishimorioka.

“They can do that?” Hikawa-san asked, worried. “Influence, enslave, even… kill… Kami?”

“Of course they can.” Shaeula snorted, sitting down beside Marika-chan and patting her head reassuringly. “It might-might be scary, but have no fear. Akio and I are not-not weak, we shall prevent misfortune from befalling those who are allies and friends with us.” Turning back to the adults she smiled, her eyes glittering amber. “I am similar to what you refer to as your Kami, and I have no-no doubt I could be slain by a powerful foe. That is why we strive to grow stronger, to make-make our Territory unassailable. Have no-no fear, you are sheltering under a great tree, now that you have joined hands with us. And our enemies…” She nodded to me, and I continued.

“We managed to free the priest from his enslavement. Even now he might be out of the hospital. As for the Kami…” Well, how to break this one… “Shirohebizumi shrine has a second Kami for the moment. The Jade Beetle is taking refuge here, until we can retake his shrine in the spiritual realm.” Best not say I ended up burning the whole thing down. When this is over and we’ve consolidated and the Anchor is done, I’ll get the Kobolds to work on it…

“Seriously? You saved a Kami?” Hikawa-san asked incredulously.

“It is not-not more surprising than the revelation they can be slain, is it?” Shaeula chortled. “If you wish, we could-could arrange an oracle, like before. It is very wasteful in terms of spiritual resources though, and right now, we are still-still at war with the vile mortal who perpetuates such atrocities. So I ask for your trust in us.”

“Can I speak?” Kana-chan piped up, and when given permission, she addressed the group. “I don’t think big bro and Shaeula…” she winced at her grandfather’s glare as she slipped and called me big bro again. “… are liars. In fact my gift awakened for a moment as I was bringing them here. Their ‘abnormalities’ are far brighter and more massive than when we first met. They are definitely growing stronger, very quickly. And…” She shot me a wink, hiding it behind one hand. “… I met a girl, Eri, she too had a strange aura. She was one you said you trained, right?”

Wait, you didn’t see Eri with your sight, so why are you saying…

“You owe me one, big bro!” she mouthed at me, winking again.

“Indeed. Eri’s training was rather special, so it is not-not for the faint of heart.” Shaeula agreed. “Only those shrine maidens of… suitable talent and character can try it. We have other methods that work effectively to allow anyone, with much-much effort and will, to access the Boundary, and grow-grow strong.”

No, no, no! Shaeula, you really enjoy trying to force girls on me and annoying Eri, don’t you? It’s like you’ve poured all your tsundere energy into being a… what the hell is it, a goudere, I’d guess? That’s not a popular archetype. I miss the tsun…

As Shaeula explained the basic methods of her Chirurgery to the others, Kana-chan sidled up to me, whispering in my ear. “Knowing Shaeula, that special training is something lewd, isn’t it? After all, you did it with one of your fiancées, right? Big bro, you really are a pervert, lecher and the true enemy of all women. I still think you are cool though!”

She snickered as I flushed at her whispered words. With that she walked over to Shaeula and joined in on the conversation, leaving me to talk to Marika-chan, who was looking a bit overwhelmed by it all. Sitting down beside her, I smiled reassuringly, giving her a gentle, comforting head pat.

“Don’t worry. Everything will be fine. I won’t ask you to do anything dangerous.”

Marika-chan shook her head, her hands white on her scarlet hakama. “No, Akio-sama, I am prepared to do whatever it takes for the Gods. After all, I am a proud shrine maiden from a line who has served for centuries. I should be honoured it… has happened in my time.”

“Even so.” I rubbed her more firmly. “All you have to do is practise what Shaeula tells you, and carry out shrine maiden duties. Leave the fighting to us adults, all right?”

She nodded, still unsure, and I spent more time talking to her, making sure she had everything she needed to be comfortable, and she was settled in all right. Once we had wrapped up the meeting, Shaeula and I agreed to return to the Boundary, as it would be quicker to recharge our elemental essences there, and I had a ton of new equipment to make. Even as we left, I could still feel the oncoming feeling of doom circling us, coming closer with every breath…


Side Forty – Aliyah James, Black Wolf Company PMC


Aliyah lay on the sun lounger, her dark skin slicked with sweat, her tight muscles clearly visible under her exposed skin, as all she wore under the beating sunlight was a white bikini, the loose strings flapping a little in the gentle sea breeze. Reaching for the half-filled glass of brightly-coloured cocktail that was on a low table beside her, she sucked at the straw, sighing as the fruity sugars and alcohol hit her tastebuds. Well, cocktails are more Trey’s thing, but whiskey just doesn’t go with the whole beach vibe…

Indeed, she was at the beach along with her brother and almost all of the crew, enjoying the relaxation they had earned through their last successful mission. Aliyah looked down towards the ocean, where men and women were frolicking in the sands and crystal clear waters of the tropical sea. Thankful she was wearing sunglasses, so her gaze was obscured, Aliyah picked out several attractive young women in revealing swimsuits and ogled them unmercifully, licking her lips unconsciously. Damn, so many cute girls of all races here. I think I’m in Heaven. Maybe I’ll finish up this drink and go talk to them…

Taking another long sip from the straw, pushing aside the tiny umbrella and fruit-on-sticks that filled the glass, which was completely unnecessary, she felt, she continued to watch, trying to take her mind off the many worries that were rattling around in her skull, tiny daggers that were impossible to ignore. Well shit. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I was going to relax, have some drinks, chat up some nice girls, have a beachside romance… fuck. Life is never that easy…

“Still thinking about that damn fool, eh sis? It happens in this business, you know that. I don’t know why you are letting it get to you. This isn’t like you at all. I’d have expected you to be all over the girls and… never mind.” Her brother trailed off as she glared at him, her annoyance clear. He’s right. I guess I don’t even know why I’m so pissed off.

Glancing over at the special secure tablet that they used to receive messages regarding the PMC business and job offers and orders while they were away from their base, she remembered the news that had come through a few days ago. “Well, we did say that going after that girl would be suicide. Those Russians don’t mess about.” She sighed. “Even so… a grim day.”

“No kidding sis.” Trey sat down next to her. He was showing off his own muscled body, lightly dappled with knife scars here and there, as well as a few more impressive wounds that showed he had fought many life-or-death battles. I do wish he wouldn’t wear such tight swim trunks though. Ugh, polluting my damn eyes…

“Well, he was a rival, and a bit of a prick, to be honest, but all of us Private Military Contractors are brothers and sisters in battle, so …” Trey hoisted his own cocktail. “… to that fool Alex Trakand and the Bad Moon Brotherhood. May they rest in peace, and still be fighting up in Heaven, or down in Hell, wherever the poor bastards ended up.”

“Surely Hell. They were a bunch of redneck racists. Didn’t stop the stupid fucker hitting on me every time we met though. People. They don’t make sense.” Aliyah closed her eyes, remembering the last time they had met on a job. The stupid bastard kept trying to grab her ass, until she had just snapped and sucker punched him in the stomach.

“I guess you are just that attractive, Aliyah. And to be fair to him, he was quite the looker himself.”

“If you like that sort of man. I don’t get your taste sometimes Trey. Not that I want to. Still… total fucking wipe-out, eh? I mean, we knew she’d be guarded, but the response… well, it was crazy excessive. A whole FSB platoon, Special Forces, Black Companies… I’m amazed they even had time to send out a last message…”

“That’s why the job was life-changing money. I mean, we wouldn’t have taken it anyway, not going after a little girl, but even so… high risk, high reward. It should be the motto of us PMC’s.”

“Amen to that.” Her reminiscing finished, she opened her eyes and finished her drink. Getting off the sun lounger, she stretched languidly, looking like a panther, graceful and mean. “This has really soured my mood. I need to talk to some cuties to…”

The tablet blinked suddenly, flaring to life, displaying a packet of secure messages being received. “Well, what perfect damn timing that was.” she pouted.

“Hey, you want to leave it to me? This is a vacation we earned with your efforts, I can handle checking the job offers.” Trey suggested, and she was tempted, but… Nah, my mood is shit now anyway. Fuck you Alex, even getting killed can’t stop you being an annoying shit.

“We might as well take a look. Then I can go on the hunt with no distractions. I can’t believe I’ve struck out so many times already… surely not every girl here can be straight?”

Trey looked like he was about to say something, but then he shook his head, remaining mute. Picking up the tablet, they sat down and entered their passwords, unlocking the data packet.

“Hmm, updates first… yeah, confirmation that the Bad Moon Company got torched. The bounty on Irena Alexandrovna Kuznetsova has trebled… come on, who in their right mind is going to take that one on after this? Seriously, DOD have no clue sometimes…”

“Yeah, no shit, Trey.” she agreed, nodding, her hair beads jingling softly. “That’s what you get when you let pencil-pushers who’ve never been out in the field run stuff. Still, it doesn’t interest us, right?”

“Yeah… anyway… an update on that weightlifter guy too. Seems he’s probably dead. Missing anyway. Reports say someone blitzed his apartment and all that was left at the scene were signs of a struggle and blood. The Preacher from Utah too, the mission is still open for him, but it says his whereabouts are currently unknown.”

One of the guys from the Company came over, bringing a tray of drinks. Aliyah and Trey both grabbed one, grateful, and as the man left Aliyah noticed him checking her out. Grinding her teeth she reminded herself to work him over good next time they sparred. Maybe a few broken bones will teach him not to undress me with his eyes. Fucking creep. They all know I’m not into them.

Ignoring her obvious double-standards when it came to men looking at her, and her own ogling of women, she waited for Trey to continue, slowly sucking at the new cocktail, which was dark red and sour. Ugh, this shit doesn’t get you drunk at all. No kick. Though I guess that isn’t all bad…

“Well shit, thirty new targets have been listed, along the same lines as the others. Strange powers, mysterious events around them… there’s a few that looks like they might be interesting. Hang on, another packet is coming through.”

We waited for the download to come through, surprised that it was a red notice. “Fuck. I hope this doesn’t ruin our holiday.” she sighed, having a sudden bad feeling. I wonder if this has anything to do with our successful capture of that worm from Las Vegas? DOD and some guys from the NSA took him off our hands, so…

As they waited for the details to come through on a mission that was designated just for us, hence red notice, she continued to banter with Trey, trying to take her mind off matters that were causing her some concern. That guy, just what am I going to do about… no fucking way!

As if by magic when her thoughts turned to him, a series of pictures of him appeared on their tablet, a mixture of low-quality CCTV images, a passport shot and several others.

“Hey, isn’t that the guy who…” Trey began, and Aliyah nodded fiercely.

“Akio Moonstone Oshiro, Japanese national. Priority One International Target.” Trey read, surprised. “Known organisation: None. Known Acquaintances: Unknown. See attachment for details.”

Trey scrolled to the new picture, and it was that girl Shaeula, though all of her information was empty.

“What’s the mission?” she asked, licking her lips nervously. No way, it couldn’t be what I think it is, right? He’s Japanese Special Forces, although… it has him listed as ‘no organisation’? That doesn’t make any damn sense…

“Due to your knowledge of the target and your success in capturing your prior objective cleanly, you are tasked to provide us with full information on how you would capture the target, any weaknesses and known abilities, as well as provide on-site logistical and if necessary combat support in Japan to apprehend and extradite said target. He is wanted alive, yet any injuries that leave him able to speak are acceptable. His unknown acquaintance is also to be apprehended if found, though this is a secondary objective. Again, all injuries that allow her to be questioned are acceptable.”

Fuck. Worse than I thought… “Injuries that leave them able to speak? The fuck? They mean we can blast off their fucking arms and legs? Japanese citizens? They are supposed to be our staunch allies. This is some fucking savage shit.” Aliyah cursed, her worst fears revealed.

There was further data, clearly pulled from Japanese record offices, such as family registers, addresses, history…

“Well, you did say you wanted to pay him back for humiliating you…?” Trey opined, only to recoil from her furious glare.

“Shit, yeah, I want to. That bastard, he… he…” She wasn’t going to tell her brother she was forced to hug him naked and what happened after, no way! “… still, I just wanted to give him a beating until he pissed blood for a few days and flirt with his fiancée. Not… shit. Not this.”

“I see.” Trey had listened to her ranting about it several times during the holidays, so he knew to keep his mouth shut. “I get you though, I do. He’s just my type. Handsome, lean yet muscular. Can hold his own in a ruckus too, from what you tell me. So… it’s a red notice, getting out of this would really hurt our futures. If it was a suicide mission like that Irena girl, I’d tell the brass to go fuck themselves, but since it isn’t… so, how would you do it?”

“He’s real good in a fight.” she confirmed. “But rather careless in his professional habits. Since we have his sister’s and his fiancée’s contact details, and there’s more information here… the best way would be to capture them first and use them as leverage. It should be easy enough to trace them with their mobile numbers in hand. We could even message or call them to lure them out, isolate them. It’d be the safest way to trap him. To be honest, if I was going up against him one-on-one, lives on the line, I’m not confident.”

“Seriously? That good?” Trey mused. “Still, this doesn’t sit right with me.”

No shit it doesn’t. “Yeah, no way we would get kids involved in shit like this. This is an adult’s world. If some stupid bastard ends up on the DOD’s radar, well, more fool them. But using kids, children… as part of some operation. Makes me fucking sick.”

“Right. So forget that. But this is serious. Looks like on-site there’ll be a Japanese team. Damn, they are using long-buried assets for this, the guy must be seriously important. Looks like we can only bring four, any more and they can’t supply weapons and fear it might draw suspicion.”

“You, me, and a couple of the big guys then.” She sighed, her drink forgotten, her mood ruined. “Fuck, this isn’t what I wanted.”

“So, if we aren’t using the kids as bait, what is the play?” Trey asked, and she considered it for a long moment in silence, only the sounds of the surf and people playing and talking around them.

“Well, I think if we drop him hints regarding a few of the strange terms he was throwing out, we can attract his interest. I do have his phone number after all, so if I send him a text or two…” She picked up the tablet and used its secure function to link to her phone. After typing up a quick message she sent it. “… and voila. That should get him curious. When we meet up with the assets we can arrange a suitable location for an ambush. Fuck, there goes our holiday…”

“I’ll tell Travis and Manx they need to pack.” Her brother shook his head. “At least the rest of the Company can enjoy the rest of their vacation. I’ll leave Luciana in charge.”

“Good choice. She’s got a level head.” Even if she’s a nagging bitch at times… “So, not that it matters, but the pay for this has got to be great, right?”

“Yeah, though considering it’s black-ops support in an allied country, where getting caught out will be an international incident that could rock the world… I’d rather be here on the beach. Damn, why are all the good men so troublesome?”

As Trey set off, leaving Aliyah to confirm their mission parameters, she shook her head once more. Good man? Him? Well, those girls do seem to like him a lot, and he did let me hit him when … that… happened. I guess my brother does have a little bit of good taste, now and again…

Sadly, no matter how good he was, how well he could take a hit, against the firepower the assets would bring to bear… yeah, best hope you come quietly, before your friends and family get involved. That cutie too. Shaeula. She was way too pretty to be caught up in this mess. Since she was a secondary target, if she slipped the net, it wouldn’t be a problem…

Maybe I can…? No, no way. Shit, if I got caught doing that… fuck! This day couldn’t get any worse…


Side Forty-One – Mori Eri


“Wow, gym class first thing on a Monday is brutal. Whoever organised this schedule is a sadist.” Aiko complained, doing her warm-up stretches in her gym clothes. In her white t-shirt and shorts with blue piping and the school crest on the chest, she looked very sporty.

“Seriously.” I had to hold in a giggle. “You love gym class, Aiko. Other than English it’s your best subject by far!” I was doing my own stretches, along with all the other girls around us. Over on the other side of the track, the boys were doing likewise. At least gym class was separated by gender in our school, or I’d have really struggled.

“Yeah, that’s right!” Rika-san piped up in support. “You are one of the top athletes in class, complaining about it seems rather unfair.”

Yae-san and several other girls nodded agreement. Aiko had the grace to look embarrassed, but even so she continued stretching, her lean muscles working in her arms and legs. “Yeah sure, I like moving my body, but first thing on a Monday morning? Come on… Besides, we had a busy weekend, didn’t we Eri?”

Please tell me I’m not blushing. My face feels hot. Around me some of the girls started giggling, and I wilted a little under their scrutiny, before steeling myself and forcing a smile. Or was I forcing it? You know, this attention is nothing, compared to the look Shaeula’s brother gave me, an arrow pointed at me, the clash of battle, seeing Akio and Shaeula hurt. Next to that, the stares of a few classmates is easy to bear. Besides, what do I have to fear?

“It was very eventful.” I said proudly, puffing out my chest. “In more ways than one. Still, I’m now more full of energy than ever!” I did a cute fist-pump, and the laughter which seemed a little mocking before to my ears turned brighter, more cheerful.

“I saw some of the pictures.” Yae-san pouted, and I got a brief thrill at the look of jealousy that crossed her face. “That restaurant looked super fancy. And who were the girls you met there? They looked rich and super classy, little Ri-Ri.”

“Oh you wouldn’t believe it, but I don’t think I should tell you just who she was. When you are with Akio, who knows who you’ll run into? Every day is just magical.” My words were gently taunting.

“Speaking of magical, it’s your birthday in a few weeks, right Eri?” Aiko butted in. “I know my bro and Shaeula will be coming to celebrate, but just what are you going to do? I mean, it’d be nice to have a party, doesn't everyone think so?”

I had thought a bit about it, but I had other concerns, such as what I was going to do tonight… before I could speak the gym teacher, an older woman, came over and broke up our conversation.

“All right you lot, less chatter, more effort. Five laps today.” At that groans echoed. Five? It’s normally three… “All right, all right. hurry it up, the boys will be going after you all so don’t keep them waiting.”

“Great, I hope that they aren’t just sitting there watching us…” one girl complained and I knew how she felt. Still, again, the eyes of some annoying boys meant nothing, just like they meant nothing. From an early age I realised Akio was the only one who was worth anything. Besides, now…

“I know you hate this, Mori-san, but at least do your best.” The teacher interrupted my thoughts, a kind expression on her face, “At least manage three laps, all right? When everyone else has finished you can stop.”

Oh yeah. I am almost always last, aren’t I? Exercise had never really been my thing, I left that to Aiko. I was always happier with a book in hand, or quietly watching. Just like Akio. Though as he has changed, so have I… Even so, her consideration, while normally welcome, now only served to embarrass me. I could do better. I would do better…

Nodding my thanks, the teacher grinned wryly, knowing I was a girl of few words, unless alone with Akio or Aiko. Or Shaeula now too, I guess. Though really, I was even talking to other girls in class a lot more these past few weeks. We all lined up on the start-line, and as the teacher clapped everyone started running, keeping up a quick but steady pace, Aiko and her fellow members of the sports' clubs leading.

All right then. Might as well get this over with. Working my slim legs I pushed through the crowd, approaching the front. Some of the girls shot me surprised looks as I passed them, but soon I was next to Aiko, who wasn’t even breathing hard yet.

“Oh hey Eri. Don’t burn yourself out, teacher will be annoyed if you don’t even finish three laps.”

“I think I’ll manage.” I replied, a small smile on my face. “I’ve felt great since … well, you know.”

“Thankfully, I don’t know.” Aiko pouted. “And I’m not going to listen to any details, I was traumatised enough that time in Las Vegas. La-la-la, I can’t hear you!” Aiko put her hands over her ears as she was running, and I started to laugh uncontrollably.

“Careful little Ri-Ri.” Rika-san said from behind me. I had never really thought about it, but for such a flashy girl, she was actually quite fit and sporty. “Got to keep your breathing steady else you’ll burn out. Why don’t you drop back a bit? No point trying too hard and hurting yourself.”

“And that’s why Akio never looked at you or Yae-san.” I scoffed. “Akio is all about going past his limits and trying harder than anyone.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you then.” Rika-san shrugged, a touch annoyed, which amused me, though I kept my face impassive.

As we passed the first lap I was still feeling fine. Normally, even at a steady pace I’d be feeling weak and short of breath, my leg muscles burning, but now… The fruits of my love with Akio. But it is a little hollow. I regret nothing, of course, but Akio earned his strength, and gave me mine... I want to earn mine too, so that he can be proud of me, hold me close and tell me I’ve done well, and that he’s pleased. Otherwise I’ll never match up to Shaeula.

Throughout the second lap I exchanged small talk with Aiko and the surrounding girls, while pondering my plan for later tonight. I wasn’t jealous of Shaeula and Akio, not… well, maybe a little, but what I was jealous of was that she had the drive to succeed, to grow stronger and stand at his side. I wouldn’t be a woman, wouldn’t be me, if I just let that slide…

Halfway through lap three my muscles were starting to tighten a bit, the first signs of strain in my lungs. Despite that, I felt I could go on. As we passed the end of the third lap the teacher jogged alongside us, fixing me with a surprised, yet concerned look.

“Mori-san, you’ve done three laps, you can take a break if you want.” She was worried, and it touched me a little, even if it was annoying. “You’ve really outdone yourself, don’t throw it away now by causing yourself an injury.”

“I thank you for your concern.” I said amidst deep breaths. “But don’t worry. You were watching the baseball game, right teacher? Well, I’ve been doing a little training with my fiancé and just like him I’m improving all the time!” Oh Gods, even now, saying Akio is my fiancé makes me feel all warm inside…

“I see. Well, still, just don’t overdo it, all right? You wouldn’t want him to worry about you, would you?” the teacher sighed. “Seriously though, I think Oshiro-san has a great future as a fitness coach if he can whip you into shape this quickly, Mori-san.”

“No way, that’s my dream, big bro can’t steal it too!” Aiko protested, and everyone laughed.

Well, one thing is true. I promised I’d be careful. So tonight… no mistakes. By my own hand, I’ll prove I’m fit to stand with him…

“Who would have thought you had it in you?” Rika-san slapped me on the back, and I scowled a little, only for everyone, girls and boys alike, to start laughing. There always seemed to be an abundance of laughter around me nowadays. It was still hard to get used to, but… I do like it. more than I thought I would. Even those two fashionable idiots don’t annoy me like they used to. Maybe I’ve grown up? Well, I am a woman, not a girl now, I suppose.

On returning to the classroom after we showered and changed, one of the boys approached me. “Damn, Mori-san, your time was actually decent.” he said, impressed. It turned out that while they were doing long jump and high jump they were watching all us girls run. Of course they were. Boys love looking at girls. Even Akio… he has a bit of a wandering eye. I trust him of course, but Shaeula… her I have to watch. I’ve no idea why she seems so keen on forcing women on him. Still, I guess I trust her too… she won’t jeopardise what we have.

“Yeah, but you still suck at other sports, right?” Rika-san interjected, to more laugher. “It was a relief to see you bomb at high jump so bad. Still, your long jump was way better than normal too. Seriously, does getting laid really improve your…”

This time I know I’m turning scarlet. I reached out a hand to block her mouth, and after some struggles she tapped on my arm, admitting defeat.

“I give, I give. Sorry Ri-Ri! But you know you love bragging about it, don’t you?”

Well, I don’t want to be immodest but… sometimes I want to shout from the rooftops that I’m in love, that I’m loved, that life is perfect… oh, speaking of…

The perverted duo was listening in, disgusting looks on their faces. That reminded me, I had promised Akio to pass on a message. They seemed surprised as I strolled over to their desks, everyone watching me, waiting to see what I would do. One of them tried to hide the magazine he was reading, and I caught a brief glance of it. It was degenerate stuff, to be sure.

“Uhh, Mori-chan, what…”

I glared at him as he called me Mori-chan, and he swallowed, rephrasing. “Mori-san, I mean, of course, of course. It isn’t like you to approach us…”

“Well, it wouldn’t be, would it. But, I just wanted to tell you two things. Firstly, you know, you were right. Men do like it. A lot. Akio sure did.”

“I… don’t get what you are saying?” the other of the duo stuttered.

“Sure you do. You all do as well, right?” I looked around at the surrounding girls, feeling a sweet rush as I had the two trembling beneath my gaze like I was a snake. “You went on at length several times, about how it was the dream of every man to have a cute schoolgirl… well…” I raised my hand to my mouth, stuck out my tongue and made a crude gesture. If Akio could see me now, I think he’d laugh…

You could hear a pin drop in the room, the silence was so absolute. The duo were frozen, mouths agape.

“O.M.G. Wowowowowowow.” Aiko went scarlet, realising just what I had meant.

“Seriously, Mori-san, you’ve changed.” One of the other boys laughed, breaking the frozen moment, and suddenly everyone was chattering and joking. I flushed, but even so, I wasn’t done.

“The second thing I wanted to tell you two was… you do know It’s my birthday in a couple of weeks, right?”

“Yeah, I think I heard that.” one said, and the other suddenly perked up, looking hopeful.

Seriously, what a moron. You think I’d invite you anywhere? If I had to talk to any of the boys in class, you two would be dead last. Hell, you two would somehow manage to get below last on the list…

“Well, Akio is coming to celebrate with me, and he told me to tell you…” I lowered my voice, causing everyone to lean in. Damn, this is fun. I’m still a bit nervous, but… “… that you should be prepared for the consequences of polluting my ears with your filthy talk. Be ready.”

At that the two went white, and with the scraping of their chairs on the floor they bolted upright, fleeing the classroom, in haste knocking their disgusting comic book out onto the floor, pages spreading open. I gave it a glance and sneered. “Yeah, they have awful taste, don’t they? Real romance makes that garbage look like nothing.”

“I never thought I’d see the day.” Yae-san was laughing so hard I feared her make-up would crack. “Little Ri-Ri has turned into the class bully. Seriously, about before, you are having a party right? There’s nothing else fun to do around here…”

“Yeah, seriously, we should do something fun!” Someone else agreed, and before long everyone was talking over each other.

I was hoping to spend all my time with Akio and Shaeula, but…

“Yeah, I think we should do something.” Aiko drew everyone’s attention. “I know Eri is desperate for more lovey-dovey time with my bro, but even so, we should have time to hang out with everyone, right?”

After much discussion we agreed to rent out the café for a few hours for a get-together, and somehow I had even agreed to a sleepover, though there would be no boys there of course. Only Akio was allowed to see me in my sleepwear!

“All right, all right, settle down!” the teacher walked in. “Time for English class to start. Wait, where are those two idiots? Not skipping class, I hope?”

Great, English class. I can practice my exercises. I glanced over at Aiko, and her eyes were closed. I bet she is doing it as well. Poor Aiko. It’s harder for you. but I believe in you. I can hardly wait until you can see the same world I saw… together with Akio, Shaeula, everyone else…
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“You sure about this? There isn’t a rush, you know.” Aiko held my hand as I lay down comfortably inside the small bedroom at Chairoakitara shrine. “You can wait for big bro to come and help you…”

“I could. But I don’t want to.” I insisted. “You get that, right? We promised we wouldn’t rely on him for everything anymore.”

“I get it, but…” Aiko was in her archery gear. We didn’t have a lot of time before I had to be home, so we had come here straight after her practice. “… I’m worried, okay? I don’t want to see you hurt.”

“I don’t want to be hurt either.” I reassured her. “But I can’t compromise on this. I’ve told you about what happened. I want to be their strength. But you don’t have to be here, you know?”

“Oh, of course not.” Aiko shook her head. “I’m really going to leave you sleeping defencelessly here all alone. If something bad was to happen to you… you know how sad we’d be. I’d never be able to face my bro again, either…”

I squeezed her hand, tearing up a little. Aiko was such a good friend. My best friend. “Nothing will happen. But even so… it’s reassuring to have you here.”

“I’ll work harder too. I think I’m close, I really do…” Aiko pouted.

“I know you are.” I replied kindly. Closing my eyes I felt the bubbling energy within my body. Concentrating, trying to recapture the feeling of when I had entered before, I felt my consciousness shift… and opening my eyes I found myself in a strange, richly decorated space, the weight of chainmail armour and two swords pulling down at me. Looking around in glee I wanted to jump for joy. I did it!

As I marvelled at my success a door opened, and I turned, grabbing at my sword, as I saw quite the wonderous sight. Several large dogs were dragging an ornate brown cushion, tooled with silver and gold kanji, and upon it was sitting a brown-furred dog, with golden eyes, wearing a strange cloth hat that dangled down with silver tassels on either side.

Ugh, dogs. I agree with Akio, they are scary. Still, this one isn’t a real dog, it’s a God, a Kami, so maybe it doesn't count?

“Grr, welcome, child of our shrine. One who was nearly wounded by my negligence in years gone by. I have been watching you, and awaiting your arrival, mate of the one who shall lead this shrine back to glory.”

Akio’s mate, huh? It sounds dirty, I prefer fiancée, no, wife is better! Still, that wasn’t important. Bowing slightly, still unable to shake my disgust of dogs, I spoke. “Good evening, great Kami. I have come here to train, so that I might better stand at Akio’s side. But he said I couldn’t go alone. So he hoped you would send some of your attendants to aid me as I defeated suitable enemies.” This sounds just like a game, but I know it isn’t. My hand tightened on the hilt of my sword.

“I see. That we can do, for his support has aided us with our foes.” The dog let out a howl, and several pony-sized dogs loped in. Ugh, somehow now it’s worse…

“Grr, guard well this child of our shrine, and guide her to those she can defeat. Go now.”

Well, too late to back out now. I’m starting to feel a bit sick though…
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“Ow, that hurts…” I struck out clumsily with the slightly curved sword I was wielding, feeling a shock run through my arms as it cut into the strange flesh of the large deer-creature that had rushed at me. Still, the blow wasn't deep enough, and even as the dogs pinned it down under their burly paws, it managed to rake my arm with its antlers. Bruises sprang up on my flesh, and droplets of blood leaked free. Damn, so painful…

“Don't think I'll quit and cry! If it is only of this level, Shaeula didn’t falter. Akio didn’t falter, even when he set himself on fire!” I grunted ferociously, wrenching the blade free and striking once more. This time the deer let out a cry, before dissolving into a rainbow sea of orbs which drifted away. I need to top up…

Drawing in what I could with the methods Shaeula taught me, I felt the dwindling stock of energy, this aether, inside me start to grow once more. I think … I think I’m getting stronger. At least, it feels that way…

“I wonder how long I’ve been here. It seems like hours, but I remember Akio saying time is faster here, so… I probably still have a bit more time.” Turning to my guardian dogs, I asked them to take me to more enemies.

“As you wish.” one barked, and they led me up the mountains. The sky sure is strange, yet beautiful. The terrain too. I had been on this mountain with Akio and Aiko, stargazing, many a time in the past. But now the forest was more.. alive… strange wispy creatures and warped animals everywhere. I engaged and defeated several more, before a strange noise started echoing out. First there were several loud thudding noises, followed by some sharp creaking, and finally the heavy sound of an impact.

Wait, is that…? Living in the wilderness, the sounds were familiar. It sounded a bit like someone chopping down a tree. But would beasts do that?

Cautiously I crept closer, through the tangled undergrowth, wincing a little as thorns pulled at my skin. The noises started up again, and soon I could see the source. It was… a zombie? Yuck, that is disgusting.

It was wearing a ragged logging uniform, dead flesh exposed by many rips within it, and the eyeless head was staring at a fallen tree. In its hands it clutched a long-handled axe, the head gleaming bright and silver under the dark aurorae of the Boundary skies. It looked wickedly sharp. Maybe I should go… if that hits me, I won’t just get a few bruises…

Gesturing to the dogs we started to retreat, only to have the zombie suddenly turn, eyeless head staring at me balefully, dark blue sparks within. Oh no…

The zombie let out a terrible cry, shaking the mountains, and began to rush at me, disturbingly fast. Damn, damn, damn! I panicked, backpedalling, the dogs on either side of me. Still, the zombie was faster, which seemed uncharacteristically unfair. In a panic I swung my sabre, only for the axe to slash through it, sending metal shards everywhere. Blood ran down my leg where one sharp piece had skimmed me, and as a dog swung a paw to deflect the zombie, it was cut, blood splashing, and the hound staggered back, whimpering.

Wait, what…? I found myself having a moment of frozen clarity, my fear forgotten. In my hand was just the hilt of my sabre, the blade destroyed. But… but Akio gifted me this…

The zombie was engaging the other dog, which had bit down hard on the axe-arm, halting its movements. I drew the thin-bladed stabbing sword Akio had also given me, and with a thrust plunged it into the zombie’s exposed back again and again. Unfortunately, it was the wrong sort of weapon for this foe.

“You bastard. That was mine!” I hissed, still stabbing, only for the zombie to break free from the dog and turn. The arm was ripped clean off in a welter of vile gore, but even so, it was still dangerous, jagged yellow teeth and cruel long nails easily lethal.

There was a gentle, tinkling sound, and I was looking down at my second destroyed sword, the thin blade snapping, shards raining down musically. No way… that…

…..

…..

“Hah. Hah. Hah. Ugh… so… so tired.” I panted, coming back to myself. Sparks of blue light were circling me, gradually being drawn into my body. In my hands was a heavy weight, and I looked down to see myself holding an axe, the silver head slick with blood. Below me the zombie was dissolving, more and more blue energy leaving it.

“Grr, I think… it is dead. Are you well, girl?” one dog asked, and I remembered what had just happened. At the destruction of my second sword I had let out a bitter yell, ducking under the slashing nails and grabbing the fallen axe. I had then proceeded to hack away at the zombie recklessly until it collapsed, and even then my blows didn’t stop…

I saw red I guess… well, no, actually it seemed more kind of… blue? As the energy cycled me, being slowly absorbed, I remembered the jokes Shaeula had made about me being a woman of darkness. Looking around, I could see faint flecks of blue in the clearing, all drifting towards me. It was beautiful, but at the same time, rather frightening.

I’m still angry that the gifts Akio made for me got destroyed, but he did say they were only temporary… Ugh, I overreacted. I did. I don’t want to be that sort of woman. Maybe.. maybe it was all this darkness element? Maybe… I bit my lip, frustrated. If I’m going to be of use to Akio, I have to keep a cool head. But this is my first day… maybe it’s understandable I lost my cool?

Turning to the silent dogs, one of which was trembling a little, I hoisted the axe up onto my shoulder, feeling the comforting weight. “I think I’ve done enough for today. Thank you for your service…”
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I opened my eyes, only to see a concerned Aiko looking down on me. As I moved I winced, skin stinging. Looking down, the arms under my uniform sleeves were covered in fading bruises and minor abrasions, droplets of blood staining my clothes.

“Are you all right? I was really worried.” Aiko asked, and I forced a smile.

“Yeah, though… there were a few issues. Before I try that again, I need to… well, I need to get my head right. Sorry if I worried you, Aiko.”

“Wow, damn right I was worried. Bruises and cuts kept appearing on your body, it was terrible!”

I pulled her down on top of me, and as she squealed in surprise, I gripped her in a hug, ignoring my throbbing body. “I’ll do better.” I whispered in her ear. “And when you are finally ready to join me, at least I can show you the ropes!”

“Cheeky!” Aiko protested, returning my hug. “Just… I hope you’ll try not to get hurt in future, all right!”

“Silly, I was hardly trying to get injured.”

“Well, so.. did you get stronger?” Aiko asked, eyes curious now that I had awoken safely.

“I’m not Akio, so I can’t say for sure, but… I think so!”

I’m sure of it in fact. I’ve defeated a lot of enemies, even with help, and at the end there I was swinging that heavy axe over and over again… I hate that what Akio gave me got broken, but that’ll just make me more determined to never lose a gift from him again. The engagement ring was still on my finger, though this was the plain band for school use. Raising it to my lips I kissed it gently, ignoring Aiko’s mocking giggles. I’m a step closer. Akio. Shaeula. Wait for me. I’ll be beside you soon!


Side Forty-Two – Kondou Kazuo


Kazuo screamed in agony as the unlicenced underground doctor wiped his face, fragments of burned and shredded skin moulting off, exposing blackened muscle beneath. “Careful you… ahh… fool! I thought… ugh… you were going to… give me something… argh… for the pain!”

The nervous-looking doctor frowned uneasily. “I have, you’ve already had a greater than the usual dose. Any more and you risk fatal side-effects. I don’t…”

“Gah!” Kazuo whipped out with his free hand, backhanding the doctor across the face. The doctor staggered, dropping the cloth he was holding, getting gore on the floor. “I don’t care about… agh… the fucking… ugh… risks.” He half-sobbed, impossible torment wracking him. “I just … need to… ugh… rest.”

The doctor was helped to his feet by a couple of rough-looking men in unbuttoned shirts and patterned suits, dripping in golden bling. One of them turned to the thrashing Kazuo and muttered an apology. “Sorry bro, but the doc is only thinking of you. Maybe you should go to a real hospital? Our yakuza doctor isn’t the best. He was struck off for malpractice after all.”

Rubbing at his bleeding cheek and nose the doctor forced a smile. “My skills are fine. I was disbarred for theft and… well, substance abuse. No-one has ever called me unskilled. But…” he conceded. “I don’t have the medicines or the equipment a proper hospital does. I’m doing what I can, Kondou-sama, but…”

You think I can go to a normal hospital with these unexplainable injuries? Don’t make me laugh… Gritting his teeth, which pulled at the raw ruin of his face, causing fresh pain to spark, he gasped out an order to give him more sedatives, and damn the consequences. My body is strong, stronger than ever. I probably need more painkillers to achieve any effect.

“It’s all right. the boss’ll take responsibility.” The second yakuza, who had been silent up until now said. “And those wounds are real bad. Some sort of gunshot to the back and an explosion to the face I’d say… you must have made some real bad enemies, bro.”

As the doctor injected him again, Kazuo held down a curse. No fucking kidding. Those shits, they are ruining everything… He remembered the sneer on the face of that girl as she had taken his eye, the burst of flame from her mouth blasting half his face away. Even back here, outside that strange realm, he was still seared to the bone, and one eyes was a blind, milky ruin. And as for that man…

He let out another pained groan as his body shifted. The doctor looked concerned, but even so, he finished delivering the illegal painkillers into his veins. “Once… once the pain subsides, I need to work on your other injury.” The doctor said softly. “I think you have internal bleeding. We brought blood packs, but even so…” He gestured to the medical scanner and array of items that the yakuza had brought.

“Fine.” Kazuo groaned. “Whatever you have… to do, do it. I… ugh… can’t die here… not yet, not… until I have had… argh… my revenge!”
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When he awoke, Kondou Kazuo found his pain had diminished significantly, though it was still enough to make him clench his teeth, breath coming in hot gasps. Opening his eyes… no, my eye now.. curse her... he saw he was hooked up to medical equipment, which was beeping quietly along with his heartbeat. One of the yakuza he had called was asleep against one wall, while the other was on his mobile phone, talking quietly to someone.

“Oh, you woke up. Thank the Gods.” The doctor said, pale and sweating, one side of his face spectacularly bruised. “The surgery went well, but even so, you need rest, and there is the danger of secondary infection.”

Kazuo tried to sit up, but alarmed, the doctor stopped him, pushing him down. Damn, I feel so weak, like I am who I was before…

“You can’t get up yet. It will take weeks to fully recover.” The doctor cautioned. “Until then, I shall be at your disposal, of course.”

“Fully recover?” he asked.

At that the doctor looked downhearted. After a moment he confessed. “I'm sorry but your eye… that was beyond saving. As for your face… I believe plastic surgery should be able to restore you to what you once were. It won’t be cheap, but…”

“Mirror.” Kazuo spat, and everyone hesitated.

“Mirror. Now!” he demanded again, and after a moment the doctor held up a small hand mirror. On looking at his own reflexion, Kazuo choked out a cross between a laugh and a sob, horrified at having his fears confirmed. My handsome face is ruined…

His hair was gone on one side, leaving charred flesh from is crown down to his jaw, the raw muscle beneath weeping pus. And worse, his eye was no longer capable of sight. At the horrific view, he had to laugh, bitter giggles coming from him, louder and louder until they turned to mad chortles. Smashing the mirror from the hand of the doctor it shattered on the floor.

Fuck, I have money, I can get surgery to repair my face, but my eye… and how long will it take? Just when the world was kneeling before me. It is all their fault, those two. And that useless bitch Kiku. Where is she? Why has she not returned? He could tell she wasn’t dead, the strange bond that connected them still intact, but her not being here was an insult to him, and probably meant those two weren’t dead either, despite his clear orders.

“Uhh, bro, you might want to calm down. I don’t know who did this to you, but you have been a friend to the Matsubato-kai syndicate for a long time. Any enemy of yours is an enemy of ours. Just say the word, and…” The man made a throat-cutting gesture with his thumb across his throat. “… we’ll pay them back tenfold, have no fear.”

Those words stopped his bitter laughter dead. Of course. I can’t believe I’ve been so foolish. The other world was intriguing, and without it he would not have Kiku to clean up his messes with the women he… enjoyed, nor the phenomenal ability to invoke pain in anyone he pleased, which was perfectly suited to his soul, so he was told, and had no reason to doubt, but in the real world… money, connections, violence. All of those are real power.

“Of course, I have always respected the Matsubato-kai and your alliance. And I expect our relationship to continue to be both familial and rewarding. In fact… I think this task will pay very well indeed. Call up as many men as you can spare, and bring as much weaponry as you can. No holds barred.” Kazuo’s smile held no good humour now, only a black thirst for revenge on those who had wronged him, wounded him, tried to take what was his. “Take my eye, will you? Pierce my guts? Well, I’ll pay you back a thousand-fold.”

Thoughts of what he would do to the girl, while her man watched, filled his head, momentarily masking the pain that escaped control by the drugs he was pumped full of. Or no, maybe I should have her watch him dismembered first before I have fun with her. Which way would be most satisfying…?
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Kazuo was propped up on his bed, again well-medicated, though he had been wheeled into a conference room. The doctor seemed surprised he was still conscious with the amount of medication he was on, but Kazuo knew the reason. I am above you mere mortals now, a God. Still, there are times when a God must allow his loyal worshippers to act on his behalf. Brain fogged by the morphine and other drugs that were illegal in Japan, Kondou Kazuo looked around the room at the large number of yakuza who had gathered. There were nearly thirty of them, a good chunk of the Matsubato-kai, in fact.

The leader of the large group was a big man with a shaven head, wearing an expensive suit coupled with a vivid purple shirt. He nodded respectfully to Kazuo. “Many apologies bro, boss Oyameda and the higher-ups had to go to an alliance meeting. They wanted to get out of it, but you know how it is.”

Everyone has commitments. I get it. Still, the timing is bad… but they should be enough, assuming they brought the goods… “Well, with you leading the charge, I’m sure that they’ll regret crossing me, Akira-san.”

“Yeah, leave it to me.” Akira-san thumped his chest. “I can’t believe some bastards had the nerve to try and do you in, bro. You just tell us who you want gone, and they’ll be sleeping in the river by morning. They’ll pay for ruining your handsome face, the girls down at the hostess clubs will all be weeping and crying in grief.”

I don’t have time for this flattery right now. All I want is revenge… “I’ll get back my good looks, I will.” Kazuo promised. “But you misunderstand. I want them brought to me so I can have the pleasure of revenge myself. After all, I’m a man of the underworld too, I can’t let this slide. You can work them over if you have to, but I want them still conscious and… unmolested… so they are clearheaded enough to regret their mistakes when I’m done with them.”

“Sure thing, sure thing.” Akira-san agreed, and around him some of his men chuckled vulgarly. “So, who are we bringing to you?”

A good question, but… “I need a man and a woman, they were the ones who tried to kill me. That bitch took my eye, so I’m going to show her… tender… care.”

“A woman, really?” Akira-san was surprised that a girl could do such a thing to him. “It's just like you though, bro…” His grin was amused. “You always did enjoy the ladies. I know what you’ve got planned for her. Is she much of a looker?”

Thinking back to her, he licked his cracked and charred lips. A looker? She was gorgeous. But she won’t be when I’m finished with her, she’ll be uglier than I am now.

“She’s a foreign beauty, long golden hair and eyes, quite small and…” As he described her, he considered what else he knew. Their base of operations in that world seemed to be centred around a local shrine. Shirohebizumi, I think it was? Shrines seemed to be the common place to find people able to enter that world, after all, it was where he had picked up that useless buffoon who was now his slave. Or is he? We lost Hisuikomushi shrine there, so he’s probably dead… a shame, as he was contributing nicely to my expansion.

No, that shrine was the logical place to find them, and he knew what they looked like, so capturing them would be easy with such numbers. Using any abilities was far harder here than over there, Kazuo knew that himself from experience, and so while they would be dangerous… they won’t be able to face a mob of trained yakuza.

“Okay, we’ve got the description of them bro. We’ll break into the shrine tonight and rough ‘em up. But don’t worry, we’ll leave the girl untouched for you to have your fun. Bit of a shame if she’s as pretty as you said though…” As more guttural, obscene laughter filled the room, Kazuo asked the important question.

“Don’t underestimate them, Akira-san. They are quite skilled. I hope you managed to bring some… adequate… firepower.”

He pounded his chest once more. “Sure thing bro, but it wasn’t easy. We’ll owe the alliance a favour, but we have four pieces. One of them is a real beauty. We have all the usual gear too.” He gestured to several holdall-style bags that were lying against the wall, and Kazuo could see the handles of bats and hilts of swords sticking out.

Yeah, no matter how good they are, against a mob of well-armed yakuza, they stand no chance. His face and insides were burning again, the anaesthetics wearing off rapidly. Once they were dealt with, he could call that useless trash Kiku back from whatever hole she was hiding in and enslave their souls too. They would have forever to regret crossing him.

“Hey, you all right bro?” Akira-san was saying, concerned.

“Oh, sorry. I was just thinking about revenge.”

“That’s my bro.” Akira-san laughed. “In that case, we’ll be getting ready. Expect good news soon.”

As he led the gang out of the conference room, Kazuo let out a pained sigh. The yakuza doctor came to his side hurriedly, concerned. “Are you well, sir? Your mind may be a bit foggy from the drugs…”

“I’m as clearheaded as I need to be.” Kazuo snapped back. “The thought of justice is all I need to keep going. Now make yourself useful and get me something to eat. I’m starving.”

The doctor paused. “You shouldn’t eat with those injuries, and on the anaesthetics you might…”

“I don’t want to hear your damn excuses. I’m ravenous.”

With that the doctor scurried away, leaving him alone. Clenching his fist, Kazuo imagined it slamming into the faces of the girl and the man, shattering their smug expressions, reducing them to hideous husks. My eye… no surgery can replace it, but perhaps all isn’t lost… that world has many strange powers, perhaps one can fix my eye. But to return there, first I have to deal with those two…

The doctor brought him over some rice balls and tea, and Kazuo tore into it savagely, chewing and swallowing as if he was tearing on the flesh of the girl that had blinded him. “This isn’t bad. I’m starting to feel a bit better.” Yes, thoughts of revenge would do that…


One Hundred And Fifty-Five / Side Forty-Three – Izumi Kana and the Matsubato-kai Yakuza


Kana sighed as she looked at the newly refurbished outbuilding that served as the new home of Akio-kun and Shaeula. Chewing on her lip pensively she wondered whether to ring the doorbell, but decided against it. I’ve no reason to interrupt them, and they said they would be busy for the next few days…

It was definitely annoying. After all, their new home was fancier and had nicer stuff than her own home at the shrine, which was clearly unfair as it was her family’s land to begin with! Even Marika-chan, their new guest, was living in relative luxury, as Akio-kun was buying her anything she wanted to make her feel at home, no matter the cost. Touching her platinum hairclip, Kana sighed. Damn, he is really sweet to her. Maybe he likes younger girls? After all, Shaeula looks like she could be in high school, or younger in the right light, but then… Once more she remembered Mori-san, and found herself frowning. I refuse to call her Mori-senpai in my mind. Damn, she was so very annoying…

In any case, Mori-san had a surprisingly adult charm, and if Kana was being honest, she was very beautiful. As pretty as I am. And I don’t say that lightly. It makes me feel like I’m losing, and I hate that. All her life Kana had revelled in being the most beautiful girl around. Sure, it came with troubles, like older guys hitting on her when she was out, and some jealous girls at school attempting to bully and smear her, but they were small prices to pay to know that she had value, was a winner in life. After all, it isn’t like I can boast about my wealth, is it?

The dark of the night was rather pretty, and from the top of the hill she could see the surrounding suburbs of Tokyo, their many lights glittering like the few stars she could see up above, and since it was relatively clear, in the far distance the bright neon of Tokyo proper were lit up brilliantly. I just want to live a life I deserve, is that so wrong? She strolled over to the construction site, where various diggers and other heavy machinery were left out, covered with tarpaulins. A deep hole had been gouged into the hillside, and various metal bars and concrete plugs had been inserted, forming the basis of a large underground basement.

“All that money spent on this… if only we’d have sold up… I don’t want to be a shrine maiden.” Kana mused, staring into the pit. I mean, I’m not sure what I really want to do, but living at this dead-end shrine my whole life definitely isn’t it. Her thoughts going back to Shaeula and Mori-san, she pondered what Shaeula had told her, that she needed to have more value than just being beautiful. Ordinarily she would have shrugged it off as sour grapes, but it was hard to do when it was coming from Shaeula.

Still, Shaeula said that my abilities were worth honing. But… doesn’t that tie me to the life of a shrine maiden? But then… Kana was so envious of the lifestyle Shaeula and Mori-san were leading on the back of Akio-kun’s achievements. Foreign trips, penthouse suites, meeting the fabulously rich in flashy restaurants, it was everything she wanted. At least I guess when this facility is built… Kana had stolen a look at the plans, and it was going to have a gym, sauna, swimming pool… Sure, Akio-kun said it was going to be for training, but even so it’ll be really nice to have that right next to home. Maybe I can even bring my friends, lord it over them… The thought made her giggle.

Maybe… maybe I need to change the way I think about things? After all, Mori-san was poor, apparently, even worse-off than Kana was. And yet now… It isn’t like I’m interested in Akio-kun. I mean, sure he’s hot, and really rich, but he has Mori-san… and Shaeula too, apparently, the pervert. Despite that, I guess he is a good catch…

Still, Kana had always thought she was going to find a man who would dote on her and treat her like a princess. Sharing her man would be a total no-go for her. But even so… he’s really generous, my hairclip proves that, and the way he treats his girls and Marika-chan.

She had asked her father if she could persuade Akio to buy some things for them as well, like a new tv or a nice computer, but he had shot her down, ranting at her for ten whole minutes about decorum and modesty. It was agony. Why couldn’t her father and grandfather be more flexible? Akio-kun was loaded, yes, but they were doing him a favour in a way, letting him use their land. He’d surely reciprocate.

Anyway, where was I… ah, yes… Maybe being a shrine maiden did have a future, if she was under Akio-kun. It sounded like it was hard work, from what Shaeula had told her, honing her skills, but if Mori-san could, there was no way she wouldn’t be able to. I don’t want a hard job, but… Akio-kun would reward his workers well. She had spoken to Watanabe-san, who had visited several times to deal with construction issues, and now had an office in another outbuilding, and apparently Akio-kun was a very kind and generous boss. With my talent, I’d become valuable to him for sure, and then I could have anything I wanted… and I don’t think his ambitions are restricted to just this shrine…

And on the bright side, that would also annoy Mori-san. Just thinking about her made Kana angry. She conceded that if she was in Mori-san’s position, she probably wouldn’t like her either, but anyway… There was no need to be so rude about it. I do have more to me than my looks. I do have value. Besides, us beautiful girls should stick together… Feeling frustrated and a bit bored, Kana shook her head. Maybe I’ll go play with Marika-chan for a bit. At least it’s something to do…
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“You sure about this, Akira-kyodai?” one of his little brothers in yakuza, or shatei, in yakuza parlance, asked nervously. He was wearing a hockey-mask to hide his face, and carrying a baseball bat, one of the aluminium ones. “This seems a bit of a departure from normal business, right? The police are going to be all over this…”

Several other shatei agreed with him, likewise masked up and armed, with knives, machetes, katana, baseball bats and more. Looking at his brothers, Akira could feel the weight of the pistol he carried in his pocket, seeming almost icy against his flesh. Guns were rare indeed in Japan, and even the yakuza seldom used them except in the most heated of turf disputes. But this mission was special.

“Maybe so, but this is for Kazuo-bro, yeah? He’s been a friend to the Matsubato-kai for years. And some bastards have done him over real good. He could have died! You think our honour can let that slide? Hell no!” Kazuo-bro had been employing members of their gang for a long time, and not only that, if the heat was on and brothers needed places to lie low, he would always hide them in his hotels, even shipping them out to his property in Osaka if the police threat was really bad.

“Think how many of us would be in jail right now if not for his help. Besides… he’s paying as well, no, better than always. We pull this off and a hundred million is going into our coffers. Which means a good bonus for everyone! Sure we may have to lay low for a while, but Kazuo-bro can put us up again and keep us in booze and women. It’ll be a holiday, and not the usual prison kind!”

“Yeah, that’s true.” A huge brute of a man said, a large metallic cannister slung over his shoulder. “Still, I don’t get why you said to bring all this stuff…”

“Well, I figured we could really wreck the place.” Akira chuckled. “Make an example of them, so that people will think twice before crossing the Matsubato-kai. Besides, I like a good fire, don’t you?” Nothing beats burning down places that refuse to pay us the respect we deserve. Besides, this isn’t really claimed territory, no other yakuza seems to care about this part of the outskirts of Tokyo. “And also it’ll make the police wonder just what happened here. Makes it easier for those two bastards to… disappear… in the confusion. Damn, if the girl is as hot as Kazuo-bro says, I hope he’ll let us have a turn before we have to get rid of her.”

At that vulgar laughter and comments were shared, and Akira started feeling more at ease. Relax, we’ve done this sort of thing before. Sure, the stakes are high, apparently the guy is a good fighter, but… His hand went to his pocket, feeling the cool metal of the pistol. I don’t care how good he is at martial arts, fists won’t beat bullets…
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“Akio, you seem restless.” Shaeula commented. “Is there something wrong? You can tell-tell me.”

“I don’t know if something is… wrong…” I answered, finishing up crafting another useful weapon. My muscles still ached from the training I had undergone with Ulfuric, who was frankly appalled at how I handled the spear, which had hurt my feelings a bit, as I thought I was making solid progress. He had told me that the spear was a good weapon for me, but that I should learn the sword as well. Ugh, I’ll have almost no free time if my training regimen keeps increasing. “… it’s just… I can’t help but feel something really bad is going to happen soon.”

“Hmm, do you think that banshee-witch will attack?” Shaeula pondered. In the several Astral days we had spent in the Boundary recovering our elemental essence, rebuilding our destroyed gear and training, there had been no major attacks. A few ghostly Orcs had probed us, but were quickly killed. Which was worrying in itself of course. We need to finish this soon, before she rebuilds all their strength, or that piece of shit recovers… “Or is it to do with the messages you received from that-that entertaining female?”

I don’t see how, but it was rather strange… I had popped back to the Material several times to make sure Karen-chan had everything she needed, as well as do a few miscellaneous tasks, and on my return I had discovered Aliyah had texted me, saying that she wanted to exchange information she had received on Territories and Aether. Strange, but considering that they took away that bastard from the casino…

I needed to think about it, so I sent her back a fairly non-committal response, and received a reply that she would love to arrange a meeting, and was prepared to even fly to Japan for it. What to do, what to do? I am curious about her information, and the more I know the better, but getting involved with foreign agents reeks of a bad idea… In the end I had simply not replied, putting everything on hold for now.

“I don’t know… it’s just a feeling I’m getting. Foresight at work probably. But… it feels more immediate than that. Damn, I really do feel off-colour.”

“Perhaps you should take-take a break then.” Shaeula patted my head gently. “Master Ulfuric has been working you hard, has he not-not? A little rest might do you good. I can hold down our Territory safely.”

You are always thinking of me. I smiled at her in return and we kissed, Shaeula finding any excuse to do that recently. Not that I was complaining, of course. “Yeah, I think I’m going to head back and have a few beers. Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

“It is tempting indeed.” Shaeula admitted. “But I wish-wish to continue to work on my abilities. I feel that my understanding of the flame is growing after our last battle, and fire is what we need most-most of all right now, is it not-not?”

“Yeah, against those ghosts it’s the only real way we have of defeating them right now. All right then, I won’t be gone long, I promise.”

“Take as long-long as you need.” She waved me off. “Just remember to reward me when you return.”

With that I returned to the Material, my nerves screaming at me that danger was upon us, despite there being no indication of it anywhere. Opening my eyes I stared at the still, motionless Material form of Shaeula next to me on the bed. It was still weird waking up next to her corpse-like form, and I still had questions about how the Material and Astral bodies worked in tandem, but research on that would have to wait.

Leaving the room I moved to the fridge in the kitchen, opening it up to find some beer. Cracking the ring pull I took a swig. Damn, I can’t calm down. I still feel like something terrible is about to happen imminently… huh? Who’s that?

My abnormally sharp senses picked up on heavy footsteps outside, which was strange at this hour, as all the construction workers would be long finished, as even though I was tempted, if we had them working at night the noise would be unbearable for the neighbours, even despite the distance to their homes. I suppose it could be Izumi-san, but… no… Straining my ears I could hear multiple voices, and none of them seemed to be ones I recognised. The sound of breaking glass could be heard, and then our door opened, footsteps sounding on the wooden floor, boots scraping loudly.

Yeah, clearly not Izumi-san. This is bad… My practice spear was in the bedroom, and I was currently unarmed. Wait, I’m in a kitchen… Grabbing a knife and a heavy pestle as a club, I opened the door gently, and could finally hear the voices clearly.

“Spread out and find those bastards. If we are the ones to catch them we’ll get a bonus. Hopefully they aren’t in the main shrine.”

“I want to catch the girl first, if you know what I mean..” one scoffed, tone vile.

“You know we have to leave her be so Kazuo can have his fun.” another warned, and at that name I finally realised what was going on. Fuck, no wonder I have a bad feeling… Karen-chan had quickly discovered some information for me, which I had picked up earlier this afternoon. It seemed like Kondou Kazuo was the opponent we were fighting in the Boundary.

He ran a chain of budget hotels, and was apparently rather wealthy. One of them was located very centrally in the middle of the Territory, and on finding a picture of him it matched. I had considered reporting him to the police anonymously since I was aware of his crimes, but without evidence… Damn, why hadn’t I considered that wars between Astral Emperor candidates could and would spill over to the Material, with the rich and connected having a massive advantage? After my fight with the bastard in Las Vegas, I should have realised it.

“Come on, keep it quiet bro.” another said, meaning there were at least four of them. From the footsteps as they went into the other rooms it was probably more. “If we can catch them sleeping all the better. Or maybe they’ll be fucking!”

“Oh shut it…”

So now what? This is bad, Shaeula is helpless, and oh shit… they said ‘if we are the ones’ which means there’s more of them out there. Marika-chan, Kana-chan, her family… they are all in danger. All right, no more time for hesitation…

Opening the door I burst into the corridor, coming face-to-face with a suited thug carrying a katana, wearing a balaclava. There was a second behind him wielding a baseball bat. On seeing me his eyes went wide and he made to call out, only for me to cross the corridor so quickly the floorboards cracked under the strain. My elbow took him hard in the base of the ribs and he let out a pained squeal, vomiting. As he fell I slammed my foot down into his head, feeling bone creak. I don’t think that’ll kill him, but I’m taking no chances, not when lives are at stake. A concussion is the least he deserves.

The second heard the commotion and turned, and at catching sight of me and his fallen comrade he let out a yell. “He’s here, it’s…” before I cut off his words by slamming the heavy pestle into his face so hard it cracked, shattering his nose, cheekbone and jaw. He went down, teeth scattering, and I stamped on his wrist, breaking it. Bending down to grab the baseball bat I gave him a swift blow to both ankles, breaking them painfully, leaving him shrieking and wailing, but unable to cause trouble.

“Lou… argh! Bathtard! Yu’ll die fu thith…” he slurred, his words hard to understand.

“No, the only ones who are courting death are you.” My answer was as cold as the grave itself. “Stay there and when I’ve dealt with your friends I might have time to call you an ambulance before you bleed out.”

Five more yakuza burst out from various rooms, and on seeing the state of their fallen comrades they were enraged. “Don’t worry, I’ve got this!” one said, pulling out a pistol and pointing it at me. He then collapsed as I threw the baseball bat like a javelin and it slammed into his guts with the crunch of breaking bone. I then slung the kitchen knife, taking the one behind him the shoulder.

“You haven’t got shit.” I cursed, charging. The front runner, a guy in a virulent yellow shirt and snakeskin-patterned trousers, staggered back, nearly dropping his machete as the knife pierced him, still, he managed to take a swing at me in desperation, but I ducked to the side so it only grazed me, drawing a little blood. My knee hit him right in the groin, and I felt things rupture. As he went down I struck a knife hand to his throat, and he fell, choking and gasping for air.

Even as he went down though, I had to ward off a blow from another bat with my arm, and I felt pain from the impact. Shit, there’s not enough room to dodge here. A knife flickered at me, narrowly missing my eye, and I retaliated with a headbutt, smashing the bat-wielder unconscious, giving me his weapon as a reward.

“We’ve found the guy, Akira-kyodai!” the one at the back was shouting into the phone. “He’s putting up one hell of a fight. It’s like… ugh!” I silenced him by shattering the phone, and his hand, with a swing of the bat, before fracturing one of his kneecaps with a well-placed kick, though since I wasn’t wearing shoes my toes took a beating.

“Got you, fucker!” the knifeman declared, and I felt the blade catch bone as he tore a thin gash into my flesh along my ribcage. “Huh? That should have done more damage. What the fuck are you made of?”

What indeed? Such injuries were minor compared to what I’d suffered against Shaeraggo. As blows landed on me, I noticed they seemed less serious than they should have been, even considering my high attributes. In response my elbow knocked him out, cracking his skull, and the last standing opponent had frozen in panic at the violence I had dished out and the mighty presence I was giving off. He merely watched, numb, as I scooped up a fallen bat and swung it, the end connecting with a meaty thud, followed moments later by his body hitting the ground hard.

“Going somewhere?” I asked the one who had made the phone call, who was trying to crawl away, sobbing. Grabbing him by the collar I hoisted him up, staring into his fear-filled eyes intensely. “I think you might want to talk, or…” He let out a sob as the knife that was still stained with my blood flew up into my hands, seemingly by magic, a faint green glow almost invisible to the eyes lingering. “… well, you seem to be yakuza right, so you must know how this goes…”

Threaten those I have under my protection, will you? I need to make this quick, I can’t rush out blind. But damn, I’m worried… what if the worst has happened…
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“I’m scared, Izumi-senpai.” Marika-chan sobbed, clutching her tightly. In reply Kana could only try and show her good side to the younger girl, but inside she was terrified too. What is going on? There’s shouting and fire and smoke… my mother quickly bundled us into this little alcove hidden in the back of the shrine, but even now…

“Just… just stay quiet all right? Maybe it’s a robbery or something. They’ll go away when they find we don’t have anything worth stealing.” Kana rationalised, whispering in her ear.

“They… they won’t hurt us, will they?”

That’s the question, isn’t it? Kana felt her stomach tying itself in knots. She could hear angry shouting through the wooden walls of their hiding spot, and it seemed there were a lot of intruders. And if they were going to the trouble of setting fires as well… damn, maybe they’ll be prepared to take bigger risks, do bigger crimes… Stifling a cough from the drifting smoke that was slowly seeping into the hidden room, she listened as her parents and grandfather were arguing with the men. The noises were muffled, but she could make out some of it.

“… and a girl… not leaving until… don’t want to make us angry!” one man was saying, his tone cruel.

“… where you are defiling? This is… sacred… to the Gods…” Her grandfather was arguing back, before a grunt of pain was wrung from him, and the sound of something heavy hitting the ground was heard.

Grandfather… She clutched the trembling Marika-chan tighter, hoping that he wasn’t too hurt. Her mother and father were also protesting, only to be silenced, pained cries heard through the ruckus.

“… tear this place apart, until we find them. Go!”

Upon hearing those baleful words, Kana hung her head, tears dripping from her cheeks onto Marika-chan below. Help us, someone. Please… Kami who watches over this shrine, surely you won’t let it end like this? As she started hearing the sounds of doors being flung open, slamming against walls, she felt her stomach clench. Akio-kun… big bro… please… Shaeula… someone… help us!
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I emerged out into the chaos, smoke filling the air outside. The flames seemed to be coming from the construction site, where we had building materials piled up ready for use. Thank the Gods, at least they haven’t set the buildings on fire yet…

I spotted a half-dozen yakuza returning from that direction, one of them a massive guy with bulging muscles, carrying a big metal cannister. As they saw me through the smoke they started shouting and pointing, which meant I had little time… All right, fuck this. No mercy.

Not even caring about being discovered, I pushed all my energy into my muscles, burning aether to prevent injury. I then sprang, my legs tearing up the ground, as I sprinted towards them, covering a hundred or so metres in a mere few seconds. Bone shattered under my punches and kicks as I lashed out, not even giving them time to retaliate. It was like they were moving in slow motion. It was as if my very presence was overpowering them…

Hopefully none of them will die from this, but… If they do, they do. It might be hard arguing this was justified force in self-defence, and the laws in Japan were notorious at being awful in regard to that, but I’d rather take my chances in getting arrested than risk anyone’s safety. Even as I thought this I had slammed the head of the last yakuza with his own metal container, denting metal.

As he fell, blood leaking from his nose, I turned, only to find a dozen more coming my way, led by an impressive-looking thug in a vivid purple shirt and expensive suit, carrying a heavy pistol. And worse, there was another shirtless man next to him, covered in tattoos, carrying what looked like an automatic rifle.

Damn. I’m confident I can dodge pistol rounds, but against automatic weapons… is that a Russian rifle? No, it isn’t an AK-47… whatever it is, it isn’t good…

“Well, seems Kazuo-bro wasn’t lying when he said you were a fighter. Though if anything he undersold you, man.” The leader said, pointing his pistol at me. “So, you have two choices. You can surrender quietly, and all we’ll do is rough you up a bit for what you did to our brothers, before we take you to Kazuo-bro, or… well, there’s the hard way, isn’t there?” He smiled, not a trace of humour in it. “That way we put a few bullets in your arms and legs, and when we find your girlie, we’ll be sure to take extra good care of her before we hand her over too.”
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“… take extra good care of her before we hand her over too.” I know Kazuo-bro wants to have all the fun with her himself, but as long as we don’t rape her, there should be other entertainment we can get out of her…

As Akira threatened his target, thoughts on what he would do to the woman when he caught her running through his mind, he noticed that the man was suddenly still, his face blank.

Yeah, think about it. You can’t win. You’ve done a good job beating up my guys, but against a dozen of us and two guns… you’ve got no chance. Akira had been surprised when he got a call from one of his brothers saying he had found the male target, especially since the call was ended amidst screams of pain, but even more surprising was that he had taken out one of the best fighters in the whole Matsubato-kai, and so quickly too. Still, Kazuo-bro would pay the hospital fees for anyone injured on the job, and if any of the boys had died… well, it’d be shitty as hell to lose good brothers on a job, but that’s the way of life of a yakuza. He probably isn’t a killer anyway, he doesn’t look the sort… huh…

Akio had sprung into action, rushing at Akira. “Fuck. All right, shoot!” he ordered, panicking, feeling a wave of oppression radiating from him, making Akira sweat and tremble, things he hadn’t done since he was a snot-nosed brat freshly joining the yakuza years ago. He squeezed the trigger of his pistol, feeling the heavy recoil rock his arms back. The bullet missed the rapidly moving target, but he pulled his arms up, aiming and firing again.

“I got this, Akira-kyodai!” The shatei he had armed with the very rare K2 assault rifle that was one of the alliances’ few prized firearms, opening up on full auto, the constant barking of bullets being released merging into an angry whine.

Akio staggered, taking hits, blood scattering, but moments later the shatei screamed, K2 falling to the floor, grooves sliced into the handle, while he clutched his ruined hand, all his fingers severed to stumps, fountaining blood.

What the fuck was that…? For a moment Akira froze, unable to process what had happened before Akio was upon them, driving his knee into the face of the first man, swinging around a katana he had plundered from the gang that had set the building site ablaze. One of his men went down as the blade cut through his leg, severing muscle, before the madman threw the blade, piercing through the body of another shatei who was about to stab him.

Fuck fuck fuck this guy is crazy! How can he move so fast? And why do I feel so scared? We outnumber and outgun him hard! Squeezing off a shot again Akira watched in horror as Akio swung backwards, the bullet passing through where he was and nailing one of their own as he attacked from behind, bullet punching into guts with a wet squelch.

Akira panicked as suddenly Akio was in his face, grinning balefully, his face a mask of blood from where a long cut had torn across his forehead. More blood was leaking from a bullet wound in his thigh, and another in his chest. Even so, he was still fighting, the injuries impossibly light for rifle rounds. Akira slowly raised his pistol, knowing he wouldn’t make it in time, but…

“Akira, bro, watch out!” one guy cried, swinging an iron bar, while a second and third attacked from other angles, one with a bat, another with a heavy cleaver. Their target swung aside, dodging the cleaver and punching the guy off his feet. Akira winced at the sound the impact made. Just what the hell is his punching force? It’s like a heavyweight boxer, no, a boxer can’t do hits like that…

The baseball bat took Akio in the shoulder, spinning him off balance, but with his other hand he caught the swung iron bar, wrenching it free and delivering a couple of brutal hits, shattering both collarbones of his erstwhile wielder. It was like their attacks were doing almost no damage. It was impossible!

Fuck, I think we might have to forget about taking this bastard alive! Akira was in a panic. Kazuo-bro will have to be satisfied with the girl when we find her… He fired again, and this time Akio was unable to dodge entirely, the bullet punching deep into his shoulder, before falling to the ground, warped and spent, stained in blood.

“Fine. I need to stop holding back…”

Akira was stunned as Akio spoke those words. He’s holding back? Bullshit… he’s already wrecking us.

“One more push and we can take him down, brothers…” Akira began, before his men started falling, crying out, covering their faces or clutching at their wrists. One fell beside him, and Akira caught sight of blood streaming through his hands. Another was trying to staunch the blood that was gushing from his wrists, the fight forgotten.

“Take who down, you piece of shit?” Akira staggered as pain exploded in his brain, his nose shattered as a headbutt slammed into him. He tried to fire his gun once more, only to find his hand unresponsive, tendons cut suddenly by a sharp blade he couldn’t even see. “I don’t have time for you now, just stay down…” Another impact hammered into his skull, and as bone sundered he blacked out, his last thoughts cursing the misfortune of running into such an impossible monster…
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“Get the hell off me!” Kana snapped as the leering brute pulled her arm, dragging her out of the closet and into the smoky interior of the shrine. Behind her Marika-chan had lost the ability to even cry, simply being white as a sheet and trembling so hard Kana could hear her teeth clicking.

“Well, aren’t you a feisty one?” The yakuza chuckled, revealing ugly gold teeth and bad breath. His shirt was open down the front, revealing a serpent tattoo coiled across his shoulder and down his chest. “Just shut up or you’ll get hurt.”

“All right, I’m going, I’m going.” Kana complained, trying to shake off his grip. “Just… Marika-chan is scared, go easy on her, all right?” I’m her senpai, the older one. I’ve got to keep her calm, protect her. Damn, who am I kidding? I can’t even protect myself… She felt like sobbing herself, but was desperately holding it together, knowing giving in to her fear would just make things worse.

As they emerged, they could see Kana’s parents and grandfather in one corner. Oh, thank our Kami they don’t look too hurt. At least, not yet… Her father had been restrained roughly, his hands pulled behind him and tied, while her grandfather had one side of his face swelling painfully. Her mother was also restrained, and fortunately she didn’t look as if she had been manhandled.

“Kana…” her mother said softly, eyes full of despair.

“She’s not the one. Wrong hair and eye colours.” A yakuza said, leaning in close to inspect her. “Damn hot though anyway.”

“You always were a lolicon, bro. Still can’t argue.” another chortled crudely.

Ugh, this isn’t the time I want praise for my appearance. I’m not the one though? … Shaeula, it has to be. What the hell have they done to provoke this? Cursing Akio-kun and Shaeula in her mind, she looked away.

“Get off me… help, help!” Marika-chan was panicking, flailing weakly as one of the yakuza dragged her out.

“Leave the girl alone…” Kana's father began, before a yakuza told him to shut up and punched him hard, silencing him.

“Anyone who interrupts us again is dead. Now, I’ll ask one more time, maybe now that we have these girls you’ll be more… cooperative…”

“Please, we don’t…” her father began again, in a tone Kana had never heard from him before, raw and pleading, so… weak and unsure.

“Get off, get off! Kana-senpai, help me!” Marika-chan wailed as another brute pulled her up by her hair.

“You sure? Maybe we’ll start by cutting off a finger or two from your daughter here…” the man said coldly, misunderstanding their relationship. He then eyed Kana, his gaze making her skin crawl, like he was licking her all over. “And when she’s out of fingers, I can think of some… other… ways we can make you talk.”

Tears sprang from her eyes, as she was now unable to hold them back. Still, what fragments of pride she had left meant that she would not show her fear, not to these bastards. Again, the thought came unbidden to her… You need to find the value in you before you can be happy… what do I have that’s mine? My beauty, here that’s worthless. My ability to see ‘abnormalities’? Useless. Our long history and bloodline? Everyone who is alive has just as many ancestors as we do…

“You leave the girls alone…” her mother was crying, only for a yakuza to grab her hair and pull her head back painfully. Her grandfather and father tried to struggle against their bonds, but that only led to more blows raining down on them.

Damn, it’s up to me to salvage this. Value… if I can save my parents and Marika-chan then… maybe I can be a little proud of myself, even if… even if it comes at the cost of… “Stop, I’ll tell you. You want big bro and Shaeula, right?”

“You cannot tell them…” her grandfather groaned out of his bloody mouth, aghast that she would sell out the one their shrine's Kami had endorsed.

“You shut your mouth. Your granddaughter here is the smart one.” He was kicked into submission.

Sorry, but… I care more about us than I do about the Gods. What did they ever do for us anyway? “They aren’t here. They live in the building at the back of the shrine. If you go there you’ll find them…”

“I see.” The man holding her nodded to one of his brothers, who pulled out his phone and started calling the boss of the raid. “You are a clever girl. Once we’ve got what we came for we’ll be on our way.”

Sorry Akio-kun, Shaeula. I hope you don’t blame me, but what else was I supposed to do? One of them even has a gun…

“Don’t be so hasty. We aren’t allowed to play around with the foreign girl, but this one isn’t on the list, and she’s smoking hot.” One of the yakuza walked over and grabbed her chin with one hand, forcing her face upwards, making her recoil at his touch. “Why not take this one with us? We can always give her back later… besides, you wouldn’t mind, would you?” The man looked into her eyes with his own, and she knew she was in trouble, as the utter lust and lack of mercy displayed there was barely human.

“Back to your lolicon ways, huh? I don’t know…” The leader was unsure, and for a moment Kana let brief hope well within her, but it was quickly dashed.

“Lolicon, seriously? You are being damn rude to this fine-ass girl. She’s old enough, right? Hey, if you come with us, we won’t have to hurt your sister, or your parents…” He brandished the pistol he was holding, finger on the trigger. “I’d hate to have to shoot your little sis.”

With that Marika-chan fainted, eyes rolling up in her head, and she fell to the floor with a thud.

I… what… what do I do now? Kana swallowed. I don’t want this… I’m going to be doted on and loved by someone wonderful. I’m going to have a happy life…

“You look like you could use some money. Why not get a job in our soapland or hostess club when you’ve got a bit of experience? Think of the positives, the pay isn’t bad, and you’ll meet and service some interesting people.” The man chuckled, and Kana quivered, feeling a desperate urge to wet herself in terror.

This doesn’t happen to me… this isn’t how my story goes. I’m the heroine of my own life! Still, she did the hardest thing she had ever done in her life, putting others before herself. It’s useless anyway. Even if I say no, they’ll only make me, after hurting Marika-chan and my family, so in that case… Slowly she nodded, tears flowing like rain. “I’ll… I’ll come. Just… leave them alone. They aren’t who you wanted, right?”

“Smart girl.” The yakuza said. Turning away from the shivering Kana, he asked his brother, who was still trying to get through to Akira-kyodai, what the holdup was.

“I don’t know man, nobody else is answering. I hope they aren’t having fun with that foreign girl. Kazuo-bro won’t be happy if they are…”

“Fine, we’ll go and see for ourselves. Come on, my little pretty. Don’t look so sad. It hurts at first, but after a while you’ll start to enjoy it.”

Kana swallowed nervously and followed, unable to do anything else. You liar, Shaeula. I hate you. You said Akio-kun was the best male alive… if he was, surely he wouldn’t have led us to this… surely he’d save me now…

Ignoring the bitter sobs of her mother and the cries of her father and grandfather, Kana trudged after the departing mob of yakuza step after bitter step. Please. Akio-kun, Shaeula. Kami. Anyone! Save us now and I promise… I promise I’ll do anything! Sadly, she was a realist. She knew that prayers were almost never answered in this harsh world…

“All right then, time to…” a yakuza was saying before the door to the shrine exploded inwards, ripped off its hinges, and a crazed, blood-soaked figure crashed in, immediately pouncing on the yakuza, heavy blows beating him down mercilessly, not heeding his cries.

Kana’s eyes met his, and her heart jumped suddenly, a brief moment of hope flaring within her. He looked awful, half-dead, blood streaming down his face, leaking from bullet-wounds, knife-holes and more, but when he met her frightened gaze he smiled reassuringly. “Just hold on a second. I’ll handle this.” he said confidently, despite his terrible state and being heavily outnumbered.

Well, maybe sometimes prayers are answered after all… Kana thought, legs going out from under her. As she fell her bladder gave way, soiling her clothes and the floor below, but she didn’t care at all. I’m sorry… if you can save us, I’ll bow my head and apologise and believe Shaeula when she says you are the best…
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On seeing Kana-chan collapse and piss herself, I dragged myself off of the unconscious thug I had just beaten within an inch of his life. My knuckles were raw and bleeding, just one among many injuries I had suffered. Yet that meant nothing compared to the furious rage I was feeling, and the relief at seeing that Kana-chan appeared unharmed.

“it’s him!” one man cried, waving a bat. “What the hell is Akira-kyodai doing letting him slip by? I bet he is playing with that pretty girl… ugh… agh…” the man clutched at his neck as blood started gushing from it. Shut up, fucker.

I had unleashed a fine blade of wind, cutting just shallowly enough that his life wouldn’t be in danger if the bastard staunched the wound immediately. That was the only kindness I was prepared to give. My anger was burning hot, and this was only stoking it further. As everyone else was stunned, seemingly unaware of how that happened, I used the time to rush to Kana-chan, scoop her up and carry her past the frozen yakuza, back to the main chamber of the shrine.

“Kana, you’re safe!” her mother cried, seeing her in my arms.

“Is everyone else all right?” I was concerned as they looked like they had been beaten, and Marika-san was lying unconscious in the corner.

“Yes, we’ll live. But what is going on…” Before Daichi-san could finish, I tore the bindings holding them with brute strength, setting them free, and handed over the limp Kana-chan.

“Later. First I have to finish this.” I turned back to the yakuza who were rushing in now that the surprise had faded.

“He has a gun, be careful…” Kana-chan gasped.

“I know. I’ve already been shot enough.” I made a joke to try and lower the tension. “Kana-chan, I’m sorry this happened. And when this is over… if you and your family want to cancel our alliance I’ll understand. I’ll do anything to make it right. But for now… I assure you, no further harm will come to any of you!”

Even as I finished up speaking I was moving, and with a savage kick I shattered the knee of the first assailant, before tossing him over my shoulder and stomping down on this hip, feeling bones break underneath. Channelling wind I snatched up the metal rod he was wielding and used it as a harpoon, impaling a second through the shoulder. As that one fell I caught a swung katana with my palms, in the traditional blade-catching technique.

“The fuck?” the puzzled yakuza cried, muscles straining as blood flowed along the blade.

Yeah, no way you can do that without getting cut. Shit, that hurts a bit… Flexing my muscles I shattered the metal, driving my knee into the idiot holding just a hilt.

“Back the fuck up or I’ll shoot!” the pervert with the gun ordered, and I merely gave him a look, cold enough to chill his blood. “You asked for it then!” he barked, squeezing the trigger.

I grabbed the nearest enemy and spun him into the path of the bullet, only making it in time as I reacted when his muscles tensed, showing he was about to fire. The yakuza fell, blood gouting, and I used the distraction to surge forwards. He fired again, bullet racing past my cheek to blast a hole in one wall, before I seized his arm, snapping it cruelly. My foot smashed into his groin, rupturing his balls, and then I finished him with a straight right, breaking his cheek and fracturing his skull.

“I would offer you surrender…” I said to the remaining three enemies, who had lost the will to fight at seeing the brutal savagery I was dishing out, as well as the oppressive League I was radiating, fogging their minds and lowering their reaction speeds. “But you know what? I don’t trust you all not to do something stupid…” With that screams filled the air as I made sure to render them harmless, with extreme and brutal efficiency…
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Kana didn’t look away as big bro dismantled the remaining yakuza, ignoring their pleas for mercy and cries of pain. Relief was hammering in her chest like never before, and as her mother pulled her to her chest, sobbing, Kana looked at the pervert who was going to… he was going to rape me, wasn’t he… I hope you rot in hell…

She had let out an involuntary cheer as she saw big bro kick the bastard where it hurt. Hopefully his parts are ruined. I’m tempted to go and kick him some myself. If I could walk… Her legs were still useless, the fear having rendered her immobile. Plus of course she had… oh hell, he’s covered in my pee. I don’t think I can look him in the eyes again… still, if you think about it, this seems to be all his fault… yeah, an accident like that doesn’t matter in the face of this. Besides, any man should be happy to have a pretty girl pee on him, right? Oh Kami, I can barely keep my thoughts straight. Is it over… is it? In the distance she could hear the wailing of sirens, probably fire engines, responding to the flames, she hoped.

As Akio-kun finished off the last of the frightening yakuza, he tossed her grandfather a phone. “Call the police and some ambulances. We’ll need a ton as there are more out there.”

Nodding, her grandfather started to call emergency services, while big bro staggered over to check on Marika-chan. He looks in terrible shape… exhausted too. “Marika-chan, are you all right? Wake up!” He patted her face gently, and she groaned, eyelids fluttering, until they snapped open, her chest rising and falling rapidly, as she gasped in fear.

“Help me, someone… uwwwwwwwah!” She cried out as she saw the ghastly bloodstained visage of big bro. It took her a little while and some calming from him to make her realise she was safe. When she finally understood big bro had saved her, she clung to him, crying.

Kana’s expression twisted, sourly, feeling a tinge of pain in her chest. I get it, I do. I want to cling to someone now, to feel I’m safe, but with all these wounded scum around, and the place on fire… “So, what is going on here? It’s like a warzone. They had guns!” she complained. “I mean, I’m grateful you came to save me, I really am. If you hadn’t, soon I’d be…” She swallowed that down, not wanting to think about it. “…but yeah, they were looking for you and Shaeula, weren't they? So isn’t this your fault?”

“Pretty much, though it isn’t like I invited this, though I’m not going to shirk my responsibly.” he agreed, handing off the recovering Marika-chan to Kana’s father. “I’m going to bring Shaeula back from the Boundary, it’d be problematic if she wasn’t awake when the police arrive. Then I’ll do something about your injuries.” He eyed her bruised and bleeding family, expression shamed and mournful, which didn’t suit him.

Damn, now I feel bad. He did save us, and he’s hurt badly himself, he looks half-dead… “Uhh, I didn’t mean… uhm, seriously, don’t listen to me right now. I don’t know what I’m saying. Just… yeah, go get Shaeula. I’ll wait here for you big bro. And uh… sorry for making a mess.”

He looked down at his arms in surprise, seeing that they were soaked. Wow, he’s blushing. That’s kind of hot. To think he’s still so shy despite having both Shaeula and Mori-san… maybe I can get my revenge by teasing him some more…

“Don’t worry about it. If you didn’t react to a situation like this fearfully, I’d be worried for your future.” He scratched his bleeding head, embarrassed. “Anyway, I’ll be right back with Shaeula. I’ve got all of the yakuza, I’m pretty sure, but just in case, find somewhere to hide until I return. I should only be a few minutes.” With that he left, and Kana watched him go.

It's over… finally. I never want to do that again. I hate myself for being so powerless, unlike big bro, and Shaeula. But… even though I’m pathetic, I stood up for Marika-chan and my family, even if I couldn’t really do anything but sacrifice myself. Big bro was willing to fight through anything to save those he cared about, even in the face of knives and guns. I don’t know if I could do that, but… I want the ability to defend myself, so that if I’m ever put in this position again, my only option isn’t to cry, surrender and piss myself.

Resolved, she remembered Mori-san, that girl who infuriated her so despite only having met her for a few minutes. She had no talent, Shaeula said? But she was able to learn. Well, if I, who has a bloodline with a long history of spiritual power, as well as having my own gift, put in the effort, I can do it, better than her, right? And wouldn’t it be just wonderful to see the look on her face when I surpass her? That frustration, it’d be priceless… I could even…

Kana started laughing quietly to herself, lost in thought, entirely unaware of how her parents were looking at her quizzically...


One Hundred And Fifty-Six


“Thank you, Oshiro-kun, I feel a little better now.” Nagi-san smiled at me, even though she still had some bruises on her face and neck. Beside us, Daichi-san and Masaji-san were marvelling at how good they felt, as I had used my Ether Healing on them first. I had wanted to go ladies first, of course, but Nagi-san insisted that her husband and father-in-law needed attention first, which was true, they had ben beaten far more severely than Nagi-san had…

“It’s the least I could do. I’m really sorry about this.” I apologised again for the disaster that had happened here. “I’ve left most of the outward-facing damage such as bruises and abrasions, but since the internal injuries have largely been healed, within a day or two they should be gone.” It would have looked strange if they had no injuries in this situation, considering what had happened.

The smoke had mostly cleared, as the fire department had arrived and was putting out the blaze at the construction site. On seeing the unconscious (or barely conscious, if they were the unlucky ones) yakuza, emergency services had been shocked, and they had also put in calls to the police and requested ambulances. The wails of sirens were loud, multiple sounds coming closer, indicating the magnitude of the response. Soon the place would be crawling with police and medical personnel, and I wasn’t sure what to do about this whole mess.

“Your abilities are indeed powerful.” Masaji-san rotated his arm, which was suffering from torn muscles and heavy bruising before, but now functioned properly again. “As expected of one chosen by the Kami of this shrine.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t change the fact that I got everyone mixed up in this mess.” My gaze went to the corner, where Kana-chan, Marika-chan and Shaeula were gathered. “I’ve failed in my obligations. I never thought that my enemy would be so savage as to target innocents and use criminal gangs in the Material. It was an oversight, but if things had been just a little different…”

I looked at the heap of battered yakuza in one corner of the room. One of them had tried to crawl away, but Shaeula had kicked him unconscious. I didn’t try to stop her that hard. As long as they aren’t dead, I don’t think I can get into any more trouble anyway… Putting aside my worries about how I was going to explain this to the police, I considered all of the things that could have gone wrong. If my Foresight hadn’t been nagging at me, if I’d have been a bit slower dealing with the thugs, if another group came upon Shaeula while she was in the Boundary, if Kana-chan was assaulted before I got here…

Seeing the misery and guilt writ across my face, Daichi-san spoke up. “I must thank you again for saving my daughter. You have suffered injuries to protect her, for which I am most grateful.” He bowed, and that just made me feel worse. Injuries, huh? Sure, but… They would heal. I was in quite a bit of pain, especially the gunshot wound in my shoulder, which was still oozing blood, my bone bruised, but with my stats and Ether Healing, It’d be like nothing had ever happened in a few days.

“I’m glad she’s all right.” I agreed. “But even so, she wouldn’t have been in danger unless…”

“I daresay if I had a weapon I could kill every man here and do what I wanted with the women… do you remember saying such, Oshiro-san?” Masaji-san interjected, bringing me up short. “Well, we have seen the proof of it here, have we not? You also said that you feared Shaeula or Kana being subjected to the whims of the powerful…” His expression was unreadable, and I wasn’t sure whether he was angry or some other emotion dominated him. “Tell me, is this opponent you face, one who controls criminal mafia and has no qualms about using them to do unspeakable things, a good man?”

Kondou Kazuo, a good man? Hardly… “No, I know for a fact he’s kidnapped, abused and killed women. He’s also a sadist, who enjoys causing pain and suffering. And it’s a man like that I’ve brought down on this shrine…” I went to bow in apology once again, but Masaji-san stopped me.

“Obviously I am not pleased, I thought my heart would break when my precious granddaughter was taken by them, for such a horrible fate…” At his words, Kana-chan looked over in surprise. “… but have you not proved that we need good people who will stand against evil more than ever? Someone cruel, with your strength, willing to do what he wants, take what he wants… who can stop him? Just look around us…”

Yeah, I know, it was one of the main reasons I decided to pursue this path in the first place. Well, okay, half was to escape a life of boredom, but the other half was to make sure my sister, Eri, my family and friends… that they were all protected from harm, as such power will inevitably find its way into the hands of evil people, and even those who start off good may well be corrupted…

“I didn’t see it, but I heard you were very brave, Akio-sama.” Marika-chan said weakly, breaking me out of my gloomy thoughts. That reminded me of the main problem. I walked over to her, kneeling down beside her.

“I’m really sorry Marika-chan. I promised you, your mother and your grandfather that you’d come to no harm here, and you’ve barely been here a few days and already I’ve broken my promise. But don’t worry, I’ll take you back to Nishimorioka as soon as I’ve tidied up here. I’m not sure how I can apologise to your mother though, she was really against this, and she’s been proved right…”

“That isn’t true!” Marika-chan protested. “I’m not hurt, Akio-sama! So you haven’t broken your word!” Beside her Shaeula patted her head gently.

“You are a brave one, Marika. I know it was frightening, but Akio will never-never allow this to happen again. Will you?”

Her amber eyes met mine, her gaze intense, and I shook my head in denial. “No. I’ve learned my lesson. The price was still too high, but when I think about how much worse it could have been…” I clenched my aching fists hard, bloodied and bruised knuckles white. “… I’m going to crush that bastard for even thinking he can do as he pleases. And then I’m going to build us a Territory both here and in the Boundary that will keep everyone I cherish safe from harm. I swear it!”

At my bold declaration, Shaeula giggled gleefully. Continuing to pat Marika-chan on the head reassuringly, she turned to Kana-chan as well. “There, you see? Akio is more-more determined than ever. It was a cruel experience, but you both-both did well, and remained strong. Rely on us, and this will-will become part of your strength.”

“I was … so… scared!” Marika-chan burst into tears, and Shaeula pulled her into a hug, rubbing her back gently, murmuring reassurances, while Kana-chan… she looks a bit sick…

“I appreciate you saying I did my best, but honestly… I didn’t hesitate to tell them where you two were. I feel a bit guilty about that… can you forgive me, big bro?”

I can’t exactly blame her, can I? “There’s nothing to forgive. I’m in the wrong here, surely? Besides, you stepped up to defend Marika-chan at the end, even though you were so scared you wanted to pi… err, cry, right?” I changed what I was about to say at her sudden scowl. “Anyway, you did the best you could. I mean it.”

“Well, I’m happy to hear you say that, big bro. and I don’t think everything has sunk in yet, I still feel numb. But I made myself a promise if I got out of it unharmed…” she trailed off.

“Oh?” I asked, but she merely smiled at me mysteriously, looking even cuter than usual.

“That. Is. A. Secret. Big. Bro.” she said in a singsong voice.

“In any case, what are we going to do about this whole mess?” Daichi-san asked. “How do we explain it?”

That’s a damn good question… I decided to fire off a text to Karen-chan, authorising her to pull funds to replace the building materials and machinery lost in the fires, as well as effect repairs to the shrine and my home. As I was finishing up that, paramedics and police rushed into the building, led by a grizzled older Inspector from the Organised Crime Control Bureau, supported by a number of other officers. Seeing us and the additional unconscious yakuza, he flashed us his badge, taking control of the situation.

“I’m Inspector Sato Jun, Organised Crime Control. Just what happened here? It’s like a damn warzone. We haven’t had a turf war between yakuza gangs in years…”

Here we go. Time to take responsibility. Sucking in a deep breath I stepped forwards, drawing his attention.

“Whoa, looks like you need medical help. Medics, we’ve got a gunshot victim over here!”

“Don’t worry about it, I’d rather you take a look at the others first.” I deflected. “The yakuza bastards were pretty rough with them.” Of course, I’ve Healed the worst of it…

“I see.” As his men and the paramedics were carrying out unconscious yakuza on stretchers and gurneys after handcuffing them, several more medics came over to inspect Kana-chan’s family. As they made conversation, inspecting their injuries, Inspector Sato, realising I seemed to be in charge, started talking to me, his piercing eyes eager for information.

“So, may I start by taking your name and relationship to this shrine?” he asked.

“I’m Oshiro Moonstone Akio. Please excuse the odd name, I’m a half. As for my relationship, I’m an investor here, and I live with that girl over there in one of the back buildings.”

“I see, I see.” He nodded. Another officer joined him, in the uniform of the Organised Crime division, and started taking notes. “So, care to tell me just how a score and a half of the…” He looked over at one battered yakuza who was shirtless, as he was being lifted onto a stretcher. “… judging by that tattoo, Matsubato family… are beaten to within an inch of their lives here? It’ll be touch and go whether some of them even survive, with those injuries…”

I felt an ache in my chest and swallowed nervously. Damn, I tried not to kill anyone, not that they didn’t deserve it, but I don’t really want to kill if I can help it… besides, prison isn’t how I saw my future… “Well, I was in bed with my girlfriend, when I got up to have a beer. I heard someone breaking into my home and I could smell smoke. I grabbed some makeshift weapons from the kitchen and went to see who it was, only to discover a half-dozen or so men breaking in. They looked bad news, and one even had a gun. I guess I panicked and went past my limits, because I took them out. No way I was letting them get to my girl.”

“I see. You…” his tone was heavy. “… took out a half-dozen yakuza who were well-armed, with whatever you could scrounge up from your kitchen. Do I have that right?”

Yeah, it sounds unbelievable, because it damn well is! Still, that doesn’t make it less true.

“Yeah, and so… well, when I got outside I saw more were setting ablaze the materials around the construction site, so I dealt with them, but then I worried about the people inside the shrine, they have young girls as you can see, so…”

“Just hold on.” Inspector Sato pinched the bridge of his nose, looking annoyed. “You are saying you beat up even more yakuza. We found an automatic rifle out there…” His eyes strayed to the bullet wounds in my body. “… so, what happened to the rest? Tell me the truth son, it’ll go easier for you. Which family are you with? This isn’t Matsubato territory, so something must have brought them here in force and so well armed.”

“I do not-not care for the way you are speaking to Akio…” Shaeula piped up, annoyed, but Kana-chan shushed her.

“Come on Shaeula, calm down. You can’t mess with the police! Let big bro handle it.”

“Your girlfriend is quite protective of you it seems.” Inspector Sato noted. “Foreign I see, or is that hair bleached? Maybe wearing contacts too? I suppose that would fit modern yakuza fashion. So, I’ll ask again. Which family? Inagawata? Anegasakita? They left you behind to enjoy a holiday? I’ve never understood why you young fools are so willing to go down for your bosses.”

“I think you’ve got the wrong idea, sir.” I protested. “I’m not a yakuza, I’m a businessman.”

“Of course. So a businessman took out all these people? It seems you are better suited as a jester. You agree, right Officer?”

The policeman next to him taking notes nodded. “That’s right, Inspector, sir. A real comedian here. Must think you were born yesterday.”

Shaeula was fuming, but Kana-chan and Marika-chan were keeping her in check, which was one bright spot of relief. The last thing I needed was for her to cause a scene here. The place was crawling with police now.

“The quicker you confess, the sooner you can get those injuries looked at.” The Inspector stared at me as if I was some low-level piece of street scum. “I’m in a good mood, as taking all those Matsubato bastards off the streets will probably collapse that gang, that’s one down. But even so…”

“I assure you, he is not a criminal.” Masaji-san shook off the medic that was looking at his injuries. “Oshiro-san is a benefactor of our shrine, and selflessly rushed to our aid to defend us when the brutes were going to kidnap my granddaughter.”

“That’s right.” Kana-chan agreed. “They said they were going to sell me to a soapland after they’d… used me… but big bro beat them all up!”

At the barrage of support that everyone threw at him, Inspector Sato sighed. “I don’t know what you or your gang has threatened these people with, but… it’s simply impossible for you to have defeated an entire gang of yakuza. At least try to be plausible. And even if not… well, I think this might well count as excessive self-defence.”

Yeah, that was what I was afraid of. Japanese law is screwed up when it comes to defending yourself or others from criminals…

“Hey, Inspector, sir!” a policewoman called out, entering the shrine. “We’ve pulled some cameras from the building site. They are a bit smoke-damaged, but we should be able to extract the data back at the station.”

Wait, we have cameras? On seeing my puzzled expression, the Inspector chuckled. “I guess you didn’t know, but most construction sites will set up cameras in case they are accused of violating safety and labour standards. It looks like you don’t want us to see what is on it. Anyway… I’m going to have to ask you to come to the station with me. At the least, even if I believed your tall tale of legendary heroics that would make Miyamoto Musashi blush, we need to have a good long talk about the use of lethal force you employed.”

“I see. Am I under arrest?”

“No, not if you are cooperative. I’ll also need to question everyone else here, but…” He trailed off meaningfully, and I understood.

“All of them, especially the girls, have been through a shocking experience. I’d appreciate it if you went easy on them.” I insisted, resigned to what came next.

“Of course. Our officers simply want to ascertain what happened here. We are of course always discreet and considerate of victims of violent crime.”

“All right then.” This is a real problem, but… “I’m leaving you in charge, Shaeula. I can only trust you to look after everyone. All right?” she opened her mouth to protest but I shut her down firmly. She scowled at me, but nodded in the end.

“Very well. I shall not-not let you down, I shall make sure all is well with Marika and Kana. I shall eagerly await your swift-swift return.”

“I know I can count on you.” I answered, before turning to the Inspector. “Well, shall we be off then?”

“I appreciate your co-operation. Still, I think we should take you to a hospital first. Don’t want you dropping dead on me before I get some answers, right?” Inspector Sato smirked, triumphant.

“No, I’m fine. I’m very durable. How else would I have taken out a mob of angry yakuza?”

“Still sticking to that story huh? Well, suit yourself. I always get to the bottom of these matters. You’ll be telling me everything I want to know soon enough…”

As I stepped out of the shrine into the smoky night air, amazed at the amount of fire engines, ambulances and police cars dotting the streets around the otherwise quiet location, I bit down on a sigh. All I wanted was to rest up and heal myself, but now I’m being taken to the police station. Hopefully I won’t end up in the cells, my father will kill me if I end up being a criminal… and what would Aiko say?


One Hundred And Fifty-Seven


Ihad been taken in a police car to a station in Yokohama, some ten or so kilometres away. The trip had taken nearly half an hour in the back, and I did not enjoy my first experience of being a felon, even if the Inspector had said I wasn’t under arrest.

Fortunately the journey proceeded mostly in silence, which gave me time to think. The situation was rather disastrous, but I counted it a small blessing that the worst-case of someone being seriously hurt or even killed had been avoided. Money isn’t only necessary to gather Territory for the strengthening effect, no, it is required to protect the Material world as well… I wasn’t sure how much it would cost to cover the damages, but I could afford it, yet even so, my money was starting to run down. I’ll need to make more money soon, think about hiring security to protect my Territory… everything needs cold hard cash, even the higher realms… I never would have thought that when this all started…

Of course, right now that was not the most pressing issue. That was how the hell is was going to explain this? Obviously the easiest way would be to show off my impossible strength, but that came with problems of its own. As I was pondering this, we arrived, and a few minutes later I was sitting in an interview room, a bowl of steaming katsudon in front of me. Well isn’t this just a stereotypical classic? Still I was pretty damn hungry after all my fighting. One thing I noticed about the natural effect of Ether Healing on my Material body was that in addition to drawing on my aether, it also made me ravenous. Which makes sense. The regenerated tissue and blood has to come from something, right?

Breaking the provided egg over the pork cutlet and rice, I picked up the accompanying chopsticks, gave my thanks for the food, and started eating. Hmm, not bad. I quickly wolfed it all down, the egg yolk a perfect compliment to the well-cooked rice. The pork was nice as well. Once I pushed aside the empty bowl with a satisfied sigh, I once more marvelled at the ingenuity of the Japanese police. There may be a lot wrong with the system, but they realise a well-fed prisoner is more likely to be compliant. Wait, I’m not a prisoner, I’m just… helping with enquiries.

There was something about being in a police station that made one feel guilty, even if one hadn’t done anything. There was no way I was going to let some yakuza hurt my allies or Shaeula, but legally speaking… The amount of force I had used, while I felt it was totally proportional, the police would likely view it differently.

The door to the interview room opened, and Inspector Sato entered, followed by another Officer who was there to take notes. On seeing I had finished my food, he took a seat across from me, the other Officer sitting beside him, shooting me a glare.

Ugh, looks like they really think I’m a criminal. If the police did their jobs and cracked down on yakuza, this wouldn’t have happened, so really it’s their fault, but… It wasn’t as if saying that would do me any good.

“So, Oshiro-san, I hope you enjoyed your meal. I’d feel bad bringing you all this way to assist us without feeding you.” Inspector Sato said briskly.

“Yeah, thanks. It was good, and I had worked up a bit of an appetite back there…” Even as I made a quip I winced, knowing being flippant wouldn’t go down well. The Inspector merely cracked a brief smile, but the gaze of the other Officer was painful in its hostility.

“Well, we wanted to talk about that, in private as it were. We wouldn’t want to upset the people who went through such a frightening experience, would we? Officer, the file.”

The scowling policeman handed Inspector Sato a file, and he made a knowing murmur as he inspected the contents. Yeah, like you haven’t already read it, before coming in, right? The show has already started I guess…

“So, Oshiro Moonstone Akio. Unusual name, but a true one it seems. Half Japanese, half British, just as you confirmed. No criminal record or any run-ins with the police listed. Isn’t that something?”

“It’s just like I said, Inspector. I’m a law-abiding citizen, I’m not involved with gangs or yakuza. I was simply defending my girlfriend and those of the shrine. Surely you can understand that.”

The Officer snorted sarcastically, and I had to struggle to keep my face calm. Seriously, I don’t get why you dislike me so…

“Your girlfriend huh? You are a lucky guy, Oshiro-san, she was very pretty. Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. An extremely strange name and appearance for a Japanese citizen, don't you think? Still, seems she was a half as well, but her parents died in an accident a while back. No criminal record or past. Pretty much no past at all, really. Records lost in some sort of fire I believe. Interesting.”

I started to sweat, hoping it wasn’t showing on my face. Obviously the fire didn’t exist, and the passport and koseki we had set up wouldn’t survive a detailed investigation. “Of course she doesn’t have a criminal record. I keep telling you, we aren’t yakuza. We are the victims here.”

“Really? The thirty or so yakuza in hospital, some of them in critical condition, would beg to differ.” Sato disagreed. “I think most people would see that as a crime.”

“Oh really?” I kept my voice level, but it was an effort, a great effort. I don’t have time for this. We need to deal with Kondou Kazuo as soon as possible. It’ll take him a while to realise that his plan has failed, but if he decides to try again when I’m not there… Shaeula might be able to handle it, but I can’t take that chance. “So if a gang bursts into your home with bats, swords and even a gun, while your girlfriend or other family is sleeping there, you’d step aside and just say ‘oh hello good intruders, feel free to do terrible things to my loved ones!’ would you? Well sorry, but I am more than prepared to fight for those I love.”

“Now, now, Oshiro-san. No need to get angry.” Sato was speaking calmly, as if to soothe me, but I was sure it was an act to get me to lower my guard. “But surely you could have done something else, like go out a back window? A citizen’s duty is to escape danger and call for the appropriate authorities. Only when there is absolutely no other way is self-defence permitted, and even then, minimum force should be applied.”

“Minimum force? Yeah, and while I was gently wrestling with one thug to disarm them, the other might be putting a bullet in Shaeula. We are the victims here, you’ve already admitted they were known criminals, a named yakuza family.”

“You should watch your tone with Inspector Sato, you…” the angry Officer snarled, but Sato raised a hand to silence him.

“I see, I see. I think we should talk about something else, Oshiro-san.”

As I braced myself for what he was going to say next, he surprised me with his question. “So, putting aside whether your use of force was justified or legal, I would like to say, you know why the yakuza attacked the shrine, don’t you?”

Well yes, of course I do. But I can’t prove or explain any of it. Not without revealing that I have supernatural powers, which right now seems a terrible idea… It was tempting to give Kondou Kazuo’s name to them as the instigator, maybe getting him arrested, but I had absolutely zero tangible proof. They would probe me for how I knew, which would just dig me in deeper. Playing dumb seemed smarter.

“Uhh, well we have started developing the shrine, a lot of money is involved, so maybe the yakuza were hoping to take over? This and future deals are likely to be worth hundreds of millions or even billions of yen. I’m no expert on criminals, but that strikes me as something they would be interested in, right?”

“No expert on criminals, huh?” the inspector mused. “Strange, as your thoughts align with mine. Let me tell you what I think, Oshiro-san…” He leaned in close, conspiratorially, whispering loudly, putting on a show. “You are a front-man for another yakuza family, moving into Tokyo. They needed a clean man to move their money, and from what I can dig up on you, you are only just getting by. Tempted by the offer, you are their middleman on the shrine land deals. But like you said, the level of money involved drew attention, and thus… well, gang warfare. You might have beaten up a few yakuza, very impressive work, but most of the carnage was by members of your new employer’s clan. They then scarpered, leaving you to take the fall for them. Probably for money. You need quite a lot of cash to satisfy a cutie like that Shaeula-chan, right? Though if you go to prison, she won’t be waiting for you when you come out, she’ll be the wife of some lieutenant or boss in the gang.”

My fists clenched at his nonsense. “I believe I’ve been clear I’m not involved in any criminal activity.” After all, no laws govern the Boundary… “… and I would appreciate it if you didn’t badmouth Shaeula. She’s a good girl, and I won’t let anyone say such things about her.”

“Why, you…” Again the other Officer was halted by Inspector Sato. First katsudon, and now a ‘good cop and bad cop’ routine. Am I in a police drama? Ugh, seriously I am so done with this crap. I’m all for respecting authority, but this is bullshit.

“You know what, I think I’d like to go home now.” I declared. “I’ve explained what happened, and I’d like to see my girlfriend.”

“Oh I see. Well, thank you for your assistance, and we’ll be in touch…” Sato began, before shaking his head, putting on a sorrowful expression on his grizzled face. “… is what I would like to say, but nothing about your story adds up. If you aren’t a yakuza front, where did all the money come from? Besides… if there were no yakuza on your side, then I’m afraid we’ll need to hold you while we investigate whether your violence was unlawful.”

“So, all this about cooperation and not being under arrest was a lie then?” I sighed.

“You wound me, Oshiro-san.” Sato shook his head. “As long as you stay here, you aren’t under arrest. But if you continue to tell us nothing, or try to leave… well, things will have to change.”

That’s just great. This is throwing everything off. But… Working my mind rapidly, my thoughts running far faster than I would have thought possible a few months ago, I slid back in my chair, folding my arms across my chest.

“Well, if that’s the case, I think I need to speak to a lawyer before I proceed. I’m disappointed that after my freely given assistance you would do this to me. I’m clearly the victim here.”

“A lawyer huh? In that case do you need the state to provide one? It’s pretty late though, so I fear I’ll have to keep you here overnight if that’s the case. Don’t worry, our rooms are rather comfortable, and we even offer breakfast.”

Yeah, it is after midnight now… damn, spending a night in the cells. Just for defending myself and others. I was about to agree to his request for a public lawyer, before I had an idea. In my wallet I had a business card, and I wagered they’d be able to arrange me something. “No need, in the morning I’ll make a call and get one.”

“I’m curious to see who it’ll be. We know all of the lawyers that cater to the yakuza here at Organised Crime Control. Oh, and we wouldn’t want you making calls to dispose of evidence, so can you hand over your phone?”

Seriously? “I thought I was still not under arrest. That seems to violate my rights?”

“I’m just thinking of you, Oshiro-san. If you are innocent, then having an arrest on your record could be damaging to your future. As it is now, you are merely a witness under our protection. You were attacked by yakuza, right?”

Semantics. But damn, he’s right in a way. I don’t want an arrest record… at least my phone has a pin code, so they can’t get inside it. “Fine.” I sighed, making my displeasure plain. “But I want to call my girlfriend first, to check everything is fine. And I want privacy for that.”

“Sure, sure.” Inspector Sato agreed. “But you can use our phone for that, so that we know it was her you dialled. Agreed?”

It isn’t like I have much choice, is it? I was led to another room, dialled Shaeula’s number on their hardphone, and gave over my own mobile phone, getting a receipt. The phone rang for a while, before Shaeula answered.

“Who-who is this?”

“It’s me.” I answered, and she quickly broke out into asking me how I was and what happened. I quickly recounted my unpleasant experience here, and that I wouldn’t be back tonight.

“I see. These police are truly fools. I shall not-not forgive them for this.”

“Yeah well, they have the power I’m afraid. How were they with you?”

“They merely asked us some questions. As I was-was sleeping through most of the chaos, I was largely left-left alone.”

All right then. “So, you are still in fighting shape?”

“Of course, who do you think I am?” Shaeula answered lightly, and I imagined her smacking her chest in pride.

“In that case… I think tonight is the night. I did want to leave it another day to gather the maximum energy, but he’s forced our hands with this. I’m in Yokohama, which isn’t that far away from the enemy Territory. It kind of forms a triangle with here, right? So I’ll meet you towards the Hisuikomushi shrine. We can settle it with our enemy tonight. I still have all the flame element I gathered, and while I’ve used a good chunk of my wind, I regenerate that a lot faster.” I made sure to cover my mouth with my hands and deployed a little more wind energy to swallow the words. I’m taking no chances that they are recording audio in this room…

“I see. Yes, letting our enemies run free leaves me nervous indeed-indeed. I would much rather crush them once and for all.”

“Right. If his Territory is going to fall, then surely he will have to defend it, even if badly injured, and if not… well, without his Territory and the wraith army, we would only have to find a way to deal with him personally.” Plus if we can somehow handle him, I’m in the cells. It’s a truly perfect alibi…

“Very well. I shall see-see you soon. I love you, Akio.”

“I love you too. Later.” Hanging up, I exited the room, to see the angry Officer waiting for me.

“Let me show you to your room.” He sneered.

“Lead on then. I hope it lives up to its billing.”

“Yeah, laugh, yakuza lackey.” he grated. “If I was you, I’d spend the night thinking about what you are going to tell us in the morning. The longer you drag this out, the worse it’ll be for you.”

I merely ignored him as he led me to the cell. It was closer to a hotel room, actually pretty nice. I guess I’m lucky this isn’t an American police station. That would really suck… Lying down on the adequate bed, I made my way to the Boundary…


One Hundred And Fifty-Eight


The first thing I noticed was that I was no longer in a sealed room. Instead I was in a large open wood-and-brick building that was strangely mixed with contemporary architecture. It was as if the modern police department had been merged with an old-style wooden complex. The eclectic, almost random amalgamation of wood, brick, metal and glass was otherworldly, and really quite impressive. I never get tired of the weird ways the Boundary differs from what I’m used to…

Still, there was no time to be lost admiring the bizarre scenery. I had to make my way through areas of the Boundary we hadn't charted, to reach Hisuikomushi shrine. But first… Yeah, I expected this… The dwellers of the Boundary had noticed me intruding on their Territory, and were eager to dispose of me.

I’d expected to maybe have to fight one or two that were in the room with me, like in Las Vegas, but since this is open-plan, I’m going to get mobbed…

There were numerous floating lesser spirits around, which disintegrated into ether as soon as they approached me, my natural absorption too strong for them, but the major foes were some sort of undead. They seemed to be split into two types. There were ones dressed as old-style samurai, pale, dead faces staring at me coldly, their eyes merely dark pits in which flickering flames lurked, but there were also… Ugh… gross. I imagine if I check the history of this place I’d find it was used for executions back in the Edo period…

There were pitiful male and female (and even some child-sized) undead, and their states were rather harrowing. Some were on fire, their skin blackened and oozing, while others were pale and wet, as if they had been drowned. Some were headless bodies, while others were merely upper bodies, crawling across the floor dragging themselves by bloody nails, entrails trailing out behind them. There were also impaled, crucified and hanging bodies, all making a bee-line for me.

I remember learning about cruel punishments for crimes back in the old days at school, but the teacher said it was largely a myth. Maybe he should come here and see for himself…

Putting aside those useless thoughts I brought out my weapons. I had a spear and a katana, both made of steel I had created myself. The little bluesteel the Kobolds had dug out for me had been put to other uses, so I wasn’t as well-armed as before. Sadly, it would have to do. Kondou Kazuo and his attacks are really slowing up my progression. I’d have to defeat him for that if nothing else, but of course, now it’s personal…

The first samurai reached me, his own katana flashing at me in an orthodox style. His attacks were fast and practised, but the brief time I had spent with Ulfuric had taught me to recognise basic attack patterns with various weapons. Swaying aside, my spear pierced right into its face, metal biting through bone. It staggered, headless, but somehow still able to fight. Ducking under a swing I kicked out, crushing its chest in. As it fell my spear stabbed down and it exploded into ether. I greedily pulled it in, converting it all to aether. I’d like to be full before we start the invasion of his Territory. I bled myself dry fighting those yakuza…

I didn’t have time to rest though, as a pair of burning bodies rushed at me, the heat stinging my skin. Hurling my spear I sent one tumbling, before dragging free my katana and slicing through the second with a great shout. It burst apart, and I wheeled, barely blocking another slash from a second samurai warden. The dead, eyeless face was trying to mouth words at me, but I couldn’t hear them.

Instead of pondering this I called back my spear with aether, sending it flying into the back of the warden, bright spearhead bursting though its chest. In that brief moment I spun, slashing out multiple times, cutting free both arms and then decapitating it. This was enough to destroy the fiend, and ether fell around me like shining rain.

Yeah, these are a bit stronger than Kondou’s Orcs, but nothing I can’t handle. I cut down several hanging and impaled victims, and stomped to death a crawling torso. More were coming, and with my spear and sword I killed them quickly. As my aether reached its peak, my Chakras filled with light, I started using the energy to enhance my attacks, keeping topped up with the spoils and sending the rest as ether to my Territory for later use.

I exchanged blows with a pair of wardens, blades clashing rhythmically, chips starting to form on the edge of our swords. A flaming corpse rushed at me from behind but I slid aside, letting the rushing zombie tangle in the blades of the samurai guards. Using that opportunity I speared though them, quickly breaking them apart.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Thirty-seven to Thirty-eight.


Nice. Every gain in power is going to be crucial in the upcoming battle. I continued to fight the dwellers of this area, my katana eventually breaking from hard use. I guess that’s why Ulfuric uses Western-style blades? Sure, the katana seems to do more damage, but they aren’t durable… unless I could make one out of better materials…

Fortunately, there were several lying around from when I slew the wardens, so I grabbed one. I cut down more zombies, only to pause as a child-sized zombie trailing long wet hair like seaweed behind it shambled at me, droplets of water falling from waxy-white skin. Ugh, I know it’s just some sort of Astral creature, probably not the real child, and even if it was the soul of a victim of execution, killing it, allowing it to move on to wherever the dead go, would likely be a mer… My racing thoughts stopped as pain flared in my neck as silvery blood splattered from a long cut crossing my flesh.

Fuck. That was bad… My newly acquired katana lashed out, bisecting the child, scattering it to ether. Dropping the blade I placed a hand to my neck, using Ether Healing to seal the wound. Yeah, if I hadn’t reacted instinctively and moved my head, that blast of water the zombie spat would have decapitated me…

Annoyed with myself I engaged the remaining foes, taking them down quickly and brutally. No matter how much stronger I seem than my opponents I can’t get careless or have misplaced mercy. I thought I’d learned this lesson over and over. But I guess it didn’t stick… I could see why Ulfuric was unsatisfied with my combat senses. It wouldn’t matter how high my stats were if I kept making stupid mistakes.

Having finished up, I allowed Ether Healing to do its work, collecting the best of the remaining katanas to replace my broken one. I still felt more comfortable with the spear, but at close range the sword worked better. I would need to master both, as Ulfuric had suggested.

All right then, that took longer than I expected, but the rewards were decent. As the last warden fell, the Territory also failed, and while it was too far away from my Anchor to capture, a nice amount of ether was funnelled my way, which I banked. Leaving behind the prison, if I concentrated I could faintly see a shining Silver Cord trailing behind me, disappearing to where my cell was in the Material. I don’t think about it much, but that’s a weakness, right? When I travel away from where my Material body is I’m vulnerable… though Shaeula did say most beings can’t see another’s Silver Cord…

Shaking my head, I put that aside for now. There was nothing I could do about it, anyway. Moving out into the Boundary proper, I was surrounded by numerous tall buildings, a mixture of modern and historic architecture. As if mirroring the vivid neon lights of Tokyo in the Material, numerous globes and streamers of pretty blue, green and purple lights were casting their glow over streets that were a mixture of tarmac, stone, wood and stranger things. What the hell, is that a river of boiling mud?

Tearing my eyes away from a side-street that had been transformed into a boiling, gloopy mass of brown mud, strange fish-like beings swimming within it, I started making my way back towards Hisuikomushi shrine. I seriously hope I’m going the right way… In the far distance, hidden by the dark fog that seemed to radiate out from the aurora-streaked Boundary skies, towering monstrosities that seemed to be analogues of central Tokyo's many skyscrapers loomed large, impossibly tall, many outmatching even Tokyo tower. So if that’s the case, then it should be this way…

With no need to keep prying eyes from seeing my abilities, I tore down the unfamiliar, warped streets at an astounding pace, eating up the miles rapidly. I saw many astonishing sights, both wonderous and terrible. But one thing that was interesting was… Yeah, that feels like an Anchored Territory.

I skirted past an area, running into a Territory barrier. Silvery letters confirmed it. The barrier felt weak, feeble, perhaps a Rank 1, but even so… I knew there had to be more Candidates in Tokyo proper. I‘m not entirely sure where this lies on a map, but I think I’ve got the general area… It wasn’t a priority now, but later on, I’d have to pay this place a visit.

I continued my run, engaging any enemies that got in my way, mostly undead and giant insects, which seemed to be the most common enemy types by far. That made me wonder, but again, it was largely irrelevant now. I get undead, if they are the spirits of the dead, and insects are supposedly the most common creature on Earth by multiple orders of magnitude, so why wouldn’t the Boundary be the same?

Several minutes later I arrived at the place we had arranged to meet, and was greeted by the sight of a great host, Shaeula rushing up to me gleefully and lunging at me, enfolding me in a tight hug. “Akio! Are you well-well? I worried for you having to traverse this land alone. I should always be at your side-side!”

Hugging her back and patting her head, I smiled in relief. “Yeah, I missed your company, definitely. When I first entered it was a bit of a full-scale brawl, but at least I’m all full of aether and ready to go.”

“These police will surely pay the price for impeding you, Akio. I am not-not willing to forgive their insolence!”

“That’s for tomorrow.” I laughed. “For now…” I looked around. Grulgor and his Trolls, the Kamaitachi, the mages and musicians, the White Snake Kami and several of his kin, as well as the Jade Beetle Kami, Ulfuric and Ixitt. It was quite the host.

“We left several of the white snakes to maintain the salt wards, supported by the servants of the Jade Beetle, while our warrior weaselkin are defending our own Territory.” Ulfuric said. “They would prove of little use under the oppression of the enemy domain, and triumphing here only to lose our own realm to mischance would be the act of a fool. No true general would be so careless.”

Wow, was that a dig at me? I channelled Aiko again. “Yeah, I get it. Anyway, everyone here should be more than enough.” I turned to the Jade Beetle Kami. “I’m glad to have your support, but are you sure you are up to this?”

“I am clik-clik grateful for your consideration. However I must reclaim my shrine and wash away this stain on my Divinity. I still fear the cruel woman and her clik-clik binding nails, but I have realised I must do this, lest my Divine Spark waver and dissipate.”

“Well, that is what we are going to do tonight.” I promised. “Glad to have you, you’ll be an asset. So, just like we had planned, we smash through the barrier then charge for the centre, right?”

“Grul will finally crush and break and eat all our enemies.” He gurgled. “Master is finally fulfilling Oath to Grul. Come.” He gestured to his Trolls, hefting his repaired mace. “We break!” he roared, spittle flying as he started slamming into the barrier, his Trolls following, hurling metal balls and striking with heavy clubs.

“I guess we start then.” I shrugged, and everyone commenced damaging the barrier through physical attacks, saving precious elemental energies for when battle would be joined in earnest.

“So, have we seen any of those ghosts?” I asked, and Shaeula nodded.

“They are patrolling their borders, but we have evaded their detection. Still-still, we will attract their notice now, will we not-not?”

“Yeah it’s unavoidable. So let’s take this barrier down.”

Shaeula and I started striking the trembling defences, and under the sheer weight of powerful attacks from myself, Shaeula, Ulfuric, Grulgor, the Jade Beetle Kami, in addition to waves of smaller strikes from our support troops, the barrier collapsed with a shrill whine and the sound of breaking glass.

It's showtime. “Right, we don’t have long before the enemy gets here. Follow the plan, and surely we can win this fight!”


One Hundred And Fifty-Nine


Entering the Territory the oppression began, my aether starting to be drawn from me slowly. A flash of light in the distance signified a bolt from the Sniper Emplacement, but since we expected it everyone was able to evade. As the ground erupted, chunks of soil and stone blasted into the air, we pressed onwards, moving rapidly as the brisk tempo of a jaunty piece played by the musicians led by Tillyae uplifted us, increasing our movement speed and agility.

Damn, these buffs are great. I’m not sure how we managed without them before…

Normally we would have outpaced the musicians, rendering them less useful and more vulnerable to ambush, but the Jade Beetle Kami was able to carry them packed tightly on his colossal back, allowing them to keep us with us, a boon I hadn’t calculated.

“Overhead, look!” someone called, and I could see several of the wispy, insubstantial wraiths peering down on us.

“It doesn’t matter. There was no way we were going to go undetected, the minute we attacked the barrier our presence was noticed. Unless it’s the one who can use that dreadful light ability, they aren’t worth wasting flame on.”

The site of the Hisuikomushi shrine loomed ahead of us, and I felt a pang of shame in my heart at what was left of it. The once-glorious Boundary shrine was now just a blackened mass of charred beams and collapsed torii, the main building a stark black skeleton, reaching to the dark skies like a seared hand, only the bones visible. Faint flickers of green energy were leaking, being drawn away into the small clusters of citrine flames that were still burning fitfully, even now, days later. Ugh, I’ll definitely have a lot to answer for in the afterlife, it has to be bad karma destroying a shrine, even for good reasons…

Grulgor and his Trolls had broken ahead of our formation. I tried to call them back but they were out of control as usual. Still, they were heading the right way at least. As if to answer his wishes, Grulgor let out a bellow of rage and satisfaction, as swarms of Orcs poured out of the upcoming warren of buildings and tangled streets. Many of them were poorly armed and armoured, only a few being well-equipped. However, mixed in to the horde were dozens of ghost Orcs, our biggest problem.

Grulgor and his Trolls hammered into the charging mass, thrown balls of steel splattering Orcs to fragments, massive iron and steel clubs reducing everyone who stood in their way to a paste of blood and ether. Orcs tried to retaliate using their numbers, but it was like trying to stop runaway bulldozers, the sheer muscle, mass and fury of the Trolls too overpowering. Yeah, Trolls are natural enemies of warriors like Orcs. Stronger, faster, tougher and able to regenerate… that only leaves…

Metal spears ripped free from the ground, aiming at the Trolls. Grulgor swept them aside, but several others weren’t so lucky. One stony Troll pushed through, the spikes merely chipping off some of his grey skin, while another wasn’t so lucky, metal spikes ripping into his legs, spilling acrid blood, holding him in place. Battering at the spikes dully more nails flew at him like arrows, and he was soon a pincushion, yet he roared and flailed despite his many weeping wounds.

“Our enemy has come forth.” Shaeula observed, seeing the Widow of Nails, still missing one arm, sheltering on top of a low building, gazing at us with unbridled hostility.

“Yeah, so we need to end this. We don’t want to have to take her and Kondou on at the same time. I don’t feel the need to give that rapist bastard an honorific. He pays for his crimes today…

“Very well. Time-time to show off the fruits of my training!” Shaeula puffed out her modest chest. While I had been making replacement gear and getting knocked about by Ulfuric, Shaeula had been practising some tricks of her own.

“Mages, wind rain!” she ordered, and at her word Danaera bowed, waving her wooden staff. Behind her, the mages, who were at our rear, having fallen a bit behind after our sprint to the centre, gathered their own casting implements, and a jade wind began to blow, a blizzard of emerald sparks forming.

“Area bombardment, light spread!” Danaera called, and the wind swept up, condensing into a host of small green orbs that began to shower down over the enemy ranks. “Scatter, my beautiful yellow petals. Golden Sakura Falling!” Shaeula called out, once more influenced by magical girl anime.

The first orbs of green splashed down, ripping apart Orcs they touched, though any of the ghostly Orcs merely reformed again instantly, but as Shaeula channelled her flame energy into the air, pulling from the batteries on her back, the orbs began to change, flaring into bright yellow fireballs, falling like drifting leaves on the wind, exploding into glimmering sparks that set alight what they touched.

Wraith Orcs caught by the fires began to disintegrate, while Grulgor and his Trolls who were also caught in the rain laughed it off, still pushing their way through the carnage despite burns accumulating on their already abused bodies. The mages added more wind to the mix, Shaeula sweating, eyes narrowed with effort, her amber eyes glowing as fiercely as the blazes that were falling from the skies as she struggled with the effort of swallowing all the wind with her flames.

Still, the biggest reaction came from Kiku, who on seeing flames rain down towards her, panicked, nails ripping from the ground and forming a metal cocoon around her with a loud clang, fires striking off it harmlessly, setting the roof around her ablaze.

She remembers when she was burned before. Those that have been seared do fear the flame! “That’s masterful, Shaeula. I doubt I could manage such fine control.” I praised, earning a bright smile in return.

“Indeed, without my Eyes, and the recent increase in my level, I would-would struggle. It is no-no trivial task.”

“Well, this is our chance, we should…” Light flared from behind us and the mages fell into silence, swallowed up by the cruel memories of the poor girl who Kondou had abducted, tortured and killed. The fiery rain abated without the supplied wind energies, and Kiku dismissed her protection, the metal spikes tearing free and surrounding her like flying swords.

Damn, we didn’t get all the ghost Orcs… Although their numbers are diminished significantly. That had been proven by the delightful Level-up message I had received as I greedily sucked in as much of the ether released from the dead that I could, reaching Level thirty-nine.

“My poor daughter, you have come to save me.” The Widow spoke. “This cruel man wishes us to die, or worse. Should he lay his hands on us, you know what suffering awaits us. Kondou-dono, my departed husband, this cruel bringer of flame… they only desire our submission and suffering.”

At her words the ghost girl let out a mournful wail. “I don’t want that. I just want to go home. I want to forget everything, I want daddy to dote on me again, tell me I’m his princess…”

“Poor female. She has been driven quite-quite mad by the events that have befallen her.” Shaeula sniffed, pulling out her pinwheels. Her second trick was to apply a little fire to the bluesteel as well, so that the rapidly vibrating cords would also carry the effect of purification. They swept across the remaining enemy forces, increasing our advantage as they were slashed to pieces.

“Seriously, all I want is to bring Kondou Kazuo to justice.” I countered, shouting to both the Widow and the poor girl. “If we can settle this peacefully I’m all for it, but that bastard sent yakuza to my home, threatened those I love. He wanted to perpetuate the same atrocities that befell you with the women at our home. Stand aside and I’ll make sure you have your justice, and I’ll shelter you from further harm!” Of course, settling it without war doesn't mean I'll forgive the bastard for all the harm he's done to the innocent, I'll still see him answer for his crimes in the court of law.

As I talked my spear impaled Orc after Orc, and when the point was stuck in the ribs of one I whipped free my katana and decapitated it. Yeah, a sword for close-up work or when my spear is unusable is a good call… I guess an expert like Ulfuric would know more than an amateur like me who only cribs what he can from internet guides.

Hearing my words the ghost girl faltered, her expression doubtful. “I… I could…” she began, but Kiku’s face warped and twisted, her expression one of boiling hatred as she glared at me. Her huge metal blades were flung at me, seeking my life, only to meet a massive wall of earth that erupted from the ground at Ulfuric’s command, leaving a few inches of rusted iron protruding through. Shit, I was almost a pincushion. Even one-armed she’s dangerous…

“I am the only one who loves you!” Kiku howled. “Not your father, not Kondou-dono, and definitely not this brute of a man. Do not listen to his honeyed lies! Only eternal suffering awaits should you surrender. Instead, drag them all into your dreams, let them taste a fraction of the suffering you have endured!”

“I’m sorry, I understand…” The girl cried, raising her hands, the bright light forming once more between her palms.

Shit, I think I was getting through to her until that bitch spoke up. Just how much does she hate men? Still, this is my moment…

The orb in her hands glowed brilliantly, before detonating, rays of empathic light scattering over the entire area. Yet I was not able to see them, as Ulfuric and the white snakes released a flow of ruby light, exploding the ground into a massive cloud of choking dust and dirt, obscuring everyone’s vision.

The moment the ground erupted I was sprinting towards where the Widow of Nails was standing, moving from memory. Coughing and choking, the taste of grit in my mouth, I leapt, landing on the roof in front of her. Nails were suddenly coming at me in a rapid hail of iron, but using aether, fighting against the pull of enemy Territory, wasting far more than I would have liked, I shifted them to the side, peppering the roof around me.

“I have you, monster.” I heard a gloating voice then, and Kiku crashed through the murk to my side, well away from where the nails were coming from.

Shit, she misdirected me too… She had torn something from her mouth, blood leaking down her seared face, dripping to the dirt-strewn rooftop. It glittered between her fingers like a long dagger. “You shall bow to me, vile man! As one day will …”

“No thanks. I don’t mind obeying women, but only if it’s Eri or Shaeula. Well, I guess Aiko and mom too… sometimes.” Letting go of my spear I swung my katana. It clashed against the long nail held in her hand, shattering. Yet it deflected her enough that the spike only stabbed air. Swinging my fist I unleashed Foehn. No need for overkill, not at point-blank range…

Seeing the flames boil from my hand her eyes went wide, crying out in fear. “No, not again…” she wailed mournfully. Still, there was no way she could dodge… “Curse you!” she howled, her own body erupting with spikes. Nails ripped from the flesh of her torso, scattering inky, turgid blood. The spikes slammed into Foehn, before being engulfed.

Even so, that won’t be… I gaped as the burning spines were shot from her body, flaming missiles that peppered the nearby buildings, rapidly setting them ablaze, burning glow visible through the dwindling fog of dirt and dust. She leapt backwards, spikes ripping free from the surrounding terrain, seeking my life.

“I must… must retreat. Kondou-dono is needed, else I shall fall here.” She ignored the exposed bones and innards she was displaying, her pale body fully visible as her kimono had been shredded, falling off her as rags. Careening through the chaos the Jade Beetle let out a roar of pain, as the Sniper Emplacement had lobbed another bolt, striking its carapace. On seeing this, Kiku looked a little relieved. Her gaze strayed to the sky, where her daughters were ducking and diving, Shaeula’s pinwheels soaring high into the air trying to chase them down, a yellow light radiating from them.

“My daughters, retreat. Kondou-dono’s seat of power shall help us repel these vile interlopers.” She bounded backwards, rapidly escaping my range as I fought off the metal that sought my life.

“You aren’t going anywhere…” I hurled my spear, but it was deflected, pinned between metal cones that rose to meet it. I channelled aether to free it, blinking the spear forwards, but she had dropped behind another building, my efforts wasted. Up above the ghosts had also fled, leaving us with the remaining handful of Orcs to mop up.

“Damn, I almost had her.” I complained to Shaeula who had joined me.

“Indeed-indeed. Those wraiths are rather slippery as well. They escaped my attacks. Though the advantage is ours, is it not-not?”

“Yeah, she’s hurt even more now.” I looked down, to see the nail-dagger she had tried to stab me with. Seeing my gaze, Shaeula inspected it, her eyes glowing. After a moment she directed a jade wind towards it, green motes surrounding it like fireflies. “I see, I see.” She pursed her lips, thinking. “So that is how it works. Fascinating.” Gingerly she picked it up, sliding it into the sash of her yukata. “Wake up the mages. We shall-shall press on.”

Watching Shaeula jumping onto the shell of the Jade Beetle Kami, squeezing in beside the musicians, I shook my head. Sometimes it really seems like Shaeula is in charge. Oh well, she’s right though…

It was time to settle things once and for all. For the crime of trying to hurt those under my protection, there would be harsh judgement. I leapt down and combined my flames with the wind from the Kamaitachi to purge the last of the ghostly Orcs, restoring my aether stocks, ready for the final push.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Thirty-nine to Forty.


A good omen. All right, time to end this. Following Grulgor and his Trolls, who were now storming after the Widow, ignoring the blood still seeping from their many wounds, I led our forces towards the heart of the enemy Territory, the hotel visible in the distance…


One Hundred And Sixty / Side Forty-Four – Kondou Kazuo and Kiku, The Widow Of Nails


We pursued the Widow, heading ever closer to the heart of the enemy Territory. We could see the hotel clearly now, and it was one of the vilest things we had come across so far, as fleshly growths and tentacles wound across the surface, pulsing to an unseen rhythm. Studded amidst the tumorous flesh glittered large jewels, sucking in nearby ether.

“Once more I am indeed-indeed grateful our Territory is pleasing to one’s eyes.” Shaeula called down from the back of the Jade Beetle. “Were it like this, I fear I would have no-no choice but to abandon it.”

Yeah I get that. It’s a fair reflection of its master though. As we approached, the Trolls in the lead, several of the glittering crystals began to unleash bolts of aether, streaking towards us. Grulgor leapt aside as a bolt shot past him, while other Trolls staggered, struck hard. Other crystals were giving birth to Orcs, mucous-stained flesh around the hotel splitting open and pushing them out as though giving birth to them. To our relief though, the numbers were pitiful compared to those we had slaughtered, only a dozen waiting.

“All right then, time to bring it all down.” I ordered. “Start attacking!”

The mages began to call upon their powers, eager to make up for being caught in the empathic attack of the wraith girl. A tornado of green energies formed, before they began launching blasts of wind towards the hotel. Flesh and stone exploded, gobbets of bulbous muscle and tissue scattering across the sky. There were a series of secondary explosions, and two of the large gems shattered, silencing some of the incoming fire.

“I shall not-not fall behind!” Shaeula boasted. “Play us the song of victory.” she ordered, and the musicians changed their tune, this one majestic, with more brass and percussion. Hearing it I felt my strength swell.

Before I could react myself, Shaeula drew her pink-jade bells and threw out her wind weasels. They snaked through the handful of Orcs, tearing most of them apart, before sinking their rotating, vibrating jaws into the mass of fleshy protuberances that made up some of the Spawning Spires, before detonating, shattering the crystals, spraying ether everywhere.

Not to be outdone, Grulgor and his Trolls were pushing through an even heavier rain of fire. Rapid pulses were blasting out in a tide, each bolt individually weak, but despite that it slowed their advance. Grulgor grinned balefully, hefting one of the heavy steel balls I had made him, and with a gurgled laugh threw it, shattering one of the Emplacements that was targeting him.

It's going well, we are doing a lot of damage. But where is the Widow and her ‘daughters’? I remained cautious as Ulfuric also hung back. Shaeula urged the Jade Beetle to attack, and it exhaled a writhing blast of wind, scouring a chunk of the tower down to its brickwork, sending blood gushing down the side of the structure like tears.

Surely they’ll not let us destroy everything uncontested? I know she’s afraid of our flames, but even so…?

[image: image-placeholder]

“What… what do we do?” Haru asked uncertainly, hovering in the air beside Kiku, peering out of the third floor window, which shook as another impact tore chunks of masonry and flesh out of the structure. “We don’t have anywhere else to run to… I’m scared. Why is this happening?”

Kiku was biting at her lumpy golden ring, teeth digging into the metal. I have only one recourse left to me, but without Kondou-dono being here… “Oh, how I wish we could just abandon this vile place, leave it to fall into ruin. Alas, Kondou-dono has ordered me to defend this place at all costs. And none of his later orders have rescinded this. As always, we are a slave to cruel men.”

“So… what can we do?” Haru pressed, the situation overwhelming her. At her tremulous question, Kiku lowered her arm.

“We strike, and pray that Kondou-dono has the courage he has not displayed so far and comes to defend what is his.” With that she shattered the window in front of them, before starting to fire out streams of nails towards the foes approaching the tower. Taking her lead from the Widow, Haru began to draw in the light again, the effort of using it for the third time causing her to flicker fitfully, her strength fading…
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“What the fuck is that useless bitch… agh… doing?” Kazuo spat, the sudden angry movements aggravating his wounds. Beside him the yakuza doctor bobbed around awkwardly, trying to administer medical attention.

“You need to calm down, sir. The stitches won’t hold if you don’t give them time to settle…” the doctor warned politely, but as Kazuo turned his angry gaze on him, his ruined eye now sewn shut, the other an angry bloodshot orb, he backed away despite himself, dropping the syringe he was holding.

“I’m busy. Shut the fuck up.” he grated, trying to shut out the uncomfortable feeling that was spiking through his guts and brain. It was just like other times his domain had been threatened, yet far, far more intense. Just how can that bitch be so worthless? I gave her a simple order, and she has all the might I have accumulated at her disposal, and she can’t even keep out vermin from my property?

He turned his gaze to the mobile phone lying beside him. There had still been no news from the yakuza who attacked Shirohebizumi shrine. Akira had better not be indulging in that girl, she’s mine to break.

The thought of torturing the two who had wounded him, especially the girl, soothed him for a while. The doctor restarted his ministrations, and Kazuo tried to ignore the sensation of his Territory being damaged, yet it was only growing more intense. So, if the two I want have been captured by the yakuza, then who is attacking my land? Is it their pitiful remnants out for revenge, or do I have a new enemy, seeking to take advantage of my troubles?

His back was burning fiercely, as was the ruin of his face. He was about to demand more painkillers when his mobile lit up, ringing noisily. Finally. Thank fuck for that.

Snatching up the phone, he answered it. “About damn time. Akira-san. You’ve got them, I hope?”

“Sorry Kondou-san, it’s me, boss Oyameda. I’ve heard about your recent misfortune. My sympathies.”

“I appreciate it.” He grated. “You’ve always been a good friend to me, Oyameda-san. Speaking of, I appreciate you lending me Akira-san and the boys. I’m expecting a call from them any time now reporting they’ve caught the bitch and bastard that crossed me. Or is that what you are calling about? Did they let you know first?”

There was a long moment of silence, before Oyameda answered. “About that… Kondou-san, just who were we going up against? You said it was just a couple of competent fighters at a shrine, right?”

Another bad feeling was creeping up on him, matching the warnings screaming in his brain. His hand started crushing the phone, the frame creaking under his ferocious grip. “Yes, that’s right. Why, did you suffer casualties?” It wasn’t impossible they could kill a few yakuza if cornered, but against an armed mob, especially with guns, they should be easy prey.

“You… could say that.” Oyameda sighed. “I’m afraid… Akira and the others were taken away by the police. It was a total wipe-out. Seriously, have you got us involved in a turf war with other gangs? I’m disappointed you’d use us like this, Kondou.” He noticed the honorific was gone now. “I thought of you as a sworn brother, and I haven’t forgotten all the favours you have done the Matsubato-kai over the years, but this…”

How? How is this possible? Kazuo could no longer hear the buzzing of the phone in his ear. All he could do was rage at the situation he had found himself in. Fuck. If they failed, then that means the ones that are attacking my domain.. it’s them, right? Those fuckers… This was absolutely the worst-case scenario. He had escalated the fight to the real world, so if he lost his power-base in the other world, as well as Kiku, then… Not only will I have no chance of finding some way to fix my damn eye, I’m injured and weak, and now I’m lacking supporters… if they come for me here…

“… you hear me, Kondou? How are you going to make up for this blunder? Money alone will hardly be enough, the Matsubato-kai are in danger of being absorbed by…”

“Shut up.” he growled, causing the doctor to back away again, sensing another explosion.

“Excuse me? You didn’t just…” Oyameda began, but he was silenced once more as Kazuo roared down the phone.

“I said shut up, you fucking clown! I need to make it up to you?...” Taking a deep breath to calm himself, he continued, his voice now low, cold and deadly serious. “Thanks to your useless goons, I’m now under a full-scale attack. I could lose everything! How the fuck can a gang of armed men fail to apprehend a couple of people, one a small woman! You should be on your knees, bowing before me!”

“We might be close as brothers, but I will not…”

“Fuck off! I’m done talking to you! When I’ve sorted this mess, I’ll be coming to find you!” Kazuo squeezed and the phone screen shattered, the frame warping. Blood trickled from his torn hand as he let the malformed hunk of plastic and metal fall to the floor. It struck with a loud sound and the doctor jumped, looking terrified.

“As for you… useless. Worthless. Just… die!” Kazuo extended his hand and the power he had been given in his dreams boiled within him, stronger than ever. Blood and dark fluid seeped out from his sewn-shut eyelid as the doctor started to writhe, clutching at his throat and face, nails digging furrows in his flesh. Screams left his throat raw, and the noise infuriated Kazuo, who forced even more of his power out, more than he had ever used before. Blood and bubbles of foam poured from the mouth of the doctor, who fell like a puppet whose strings had just been cut, no longer breathing.

This is power. Yakuza are useless. Their time has passed. When I’ve killed those fuckers invading my realm and have their souls enslaved, then I can turn my attention to taking over organised crime. I’ll stand at the top of the world, and no-one can stop me…

His fear of injury overwhelmed by his white-hot rage, Kazuo gathered his strength and entered that mysterious land. Appearing within his hotel, he glanced out of one of the high windows, only to see bugs swarming below, inflicting great damage on his holdings. Tongues of flame were licking at the side of his hotel, and concentrating, he could feel that numerous facilities he had constructed over the last month and a half had been destroyed.

“Not only have I lost the shrine and my puppet there, now all this too… fuck, it’s going to take weeks or more to restore all this. Kiku you wretch, I’ll teach you what it means not to follow my orders.” He focused on the bond he controlled her with, the link between them a fine thread. I see, still alive, and below.

Glancing over at the glittering pillar of flesh and jewels that was the centre of his power, surrounded by smaller versions that drew in the strange energies of this place, he firmed up his resolve. I am the one destined to rule this world. Every woman I want shall open her legs for me, every man shall kneel before me. Those that cross me… will meet a bad end!

Leaving the room, he headed for the stairwell, rushing down to where his useless subordinate was waiting for chastisement…
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The area around the window collapsed, spears of savage jade energy punching through the walls effortlessly, showering them with debris which passed through the ghostly women, a few fragments striking Kiku, drawing blood.

“It didn’t work, It didn’t work!” Haru babbled, flitting about in a panic, the other daughters trying to console her silently. “The light fell on them, but all it did was stop them for a few seconds! Don’t they care about my pain? Does my death mean nothing to them?” She was equal parts indignant and sorrowful.

Kiku bit down on her already bruised and bleeding lips. She had watched the light spread out, though it covered a far smaller area than previously, her daughter almost spent, her energy greatly diminished. It had fell upon the brutish monsters who were far more grotesque than even the brutes Kondou-dono controlled, huge and full of rage. And for a moment they had indeed halted, eyes glazing over.

Still, it had not held, and they roared back into action, confused and incandescent with fury, wreaking destruction on the assets Kondou-dono regarded so preciously. Worse, bombardment was continuing as the return fire was faltering…

Suddenly, her gaze strayed to the ceiling. Finally. Kondou-dono has gathered his courage. Now I shall not have to throw myself suicidally at the enemy to fulfil his orders, I can wait for him.

A few seconds later the door to their shelter burst open, and Kondou-dono was there, his face enough to freeze even her deadened heart. One eye was a ball of shimmering light, angry silver tears dripping from it, while the other was like a window to hell, full of seething rage. On seeing her huddled and broken, his face twisted into a rictus grin.

“So, would you mind telling me why you are hiding here like a useless bitch when. I. Am. Sure. I. Ordered. You. To. Fucking kill them at all costs!” His cadence and tone swung wildly, making his fury plain. “We are losing! Enemies are at my very headquarters, ruining what I have struggled to build. Perhaps I asked too much of you. You are a woman, after all. Useless. Women are like animals. All they understand is…”

Kiku opened her mouth to protest. Oh please, Kondou-dono. Have pity for once in… But before she could plead for clemency pain blossomed. The shocking ripple of agony was stronger than ever. Her nearest daughter caught the full breadth of it, and despite being non-corporeal, the shocking weight of pain on her soul was too much, and with that she disintegrated, perishing beyond even Kiku’s powers to sustain. Her other daughters were flickering and screaming, and Haru was sobbing bitterly, crying out for her ‘daddy’ again and again, promising she would be a good girl and not talk to strange men…

Kiku could hear someone repeating apologies under their breath, only to realise it was her. “Sorry, forgive me. I’m sorry, forgive me, spare me, my husband, have I not done enough, spare me…” The litany continued, the pain so intense, enough to fog her mind enough that Kondou-dono and her late husband overlapped in her thoughts. It took her a while to come back to herself, the taste of old iron bringing her out of her stupor. She found herself lying on the carpet of the room, having savagely bitten her tongue.

“There will be no further lessons. We fight and we kill them. Anything less and you will have no use for me.” He spat, his tone brooking no argument.

“Very well, Kondou-dono.” she managed to answer, her wounded tongue struggling to form words. “As you will it.”
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“Damn, that one up there is annoying.” Another sniper bolt flashed down, streaking from the Emplacement that was on the roof of the hotel. The mages managed to hold it off with their defensive barriers of wind, but they were starting to run dry. The constant drain of being in enemy Territory was small, but added up over time.

“Still, we’ve almost finished destroying the defences.” I observed, and Ulfuric who was beside me, nodded.

“Indeed. The weight of fire that drove away Grulgor before was unable to suppress our numbers, and we have much long-ranged destruction at our own disposal.” Even as he laid out our position Shaeula had destroyed the last of the rapid-firing Emplacements. She had used a little flame, boosted by wind, and roaring blazes were climbing up the tendrils and clumps of foul organic matter, giving off a dark, acrid smoke.

“So, the Anchor is probably inside. We’ll have to go in… or not…” I changed what I was saying, as the main gate to the Boundary version of the hotel swung outwards, metal squealing. A rippling wave of sword-like nails surged outwards, racing towards the Trolls, who were forced back once more. The Widow of Nails then followed it out, a snarling Kondou Kazuo at her side. The poor ghost girl, accompanied by three wraiths, took to the sky, though they seemed faint and more ethereal than before.

On seeing us, Kondou opened his good eye wide in a mixture of surprise and realisation. “So, it was true. How the fuck did you bastards fight off all those yakuza?”

“So I was right. They were sent by you, Kondou Kazuo.” I displayed my knowledge of his name to rile him, and it worked.

“You think they were all the favours I can call in? I’m rich, a successful businessman. One day I’ll join the Three-Hundred and be the toast of noble society. No, rather I’ll go further. I’ll stand at the top of Japan, no, the world itself! But… I have to admit you have inconvenienced me.” He grinned, but there was no humour in it. “So, I’ll give you one last chance to surrender. If you both crawl at my feet and kiss them, I can have you serve me. I’ll… enjoy… that.” He looked at the disgusted Shaeula, licking his lips. “Otherwise… you’ll scream for an eternity, and curse your past self for rejecting my very fucking generous offer.”

Yeah, like that is going to happen. “Are you serious? Look around. You are outnumbered, outmatched and your Territory is ablaze. I’ll throw your words back at you. Surrender and own up to your crimes and at least you can live… well, until your sentence is passed anyway. I have no doubt a monster like you will get the death penalty. Oh wait, maybe you can’t see your situation with only one eye.” I provoked him further, knowing an angry opponent was one who made bad decisions.

“Hah. Hah. Hahahahahahaha!” Kondou burst out laughing, surprising me. “I’m going to gouge out one of your eyes and feed it to your woman.” He turned to Kiku. “You told me once that you had a secret weapon, one nothing could defeat. Why have you not used it? Are you taking them lightly?” Pain flared in her once more, and she vomited a mass of black fluids.

“I would not dream… of such insolence, Kondou-dono.” She gasped. “But… to bring it forth, there will… be grave consequences. The cost…”

“You think I care about the cost to you, foolish woman? I am prepared to pay any price for victory here. Make yourself useful and call forth this weapon.”

“Are you sure Kondou-dono, it requires much spiritual power, and your orders before…” she began again, but she was silenced by torment once more.

“Forget what I fucking said before, none of that matters anymore! All that matters is we torture these fuckers to death! Do it, whatever it takes. If your hidden weapon can do it then…”

There was a sickening squelch, and Kondou looked down to see a rusted iron knife jutting from his chest, Kiku’s hand on the hilt.

Uh, what’s going on? This should be a good turn of events for us, right? Then why do I feel such foreboding?
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“Forget what I fucking said before, none of that matters anymore! All that matters is we torture these fuckers to death! Do it, whatever it takes. If your hidden weapon can do it then…”

Finally the words Kiku had been trying to manipulate her brutal master into saying were spoken. Even after being enslaved when Kondou-dono first entered the dark corner of the Boundary she had called home for countless long, lonely years, she had retained one scrap of dignity, one line she was not prepared to cross. The grave of my husband lies in his lands. Her gaze strayed to one corner of his building, where a small graveyard was half-buried under mounds of twisted flesh and heaped stone.

When she was conquered, unable to resist the foul, God-tainted power that reeked of Mujihimuchi, the cruel and sly God of pain, who had tricked the Hare of Inaba, and was elder brother to noble Ōkuninushi, she was forced to turn all her gifts she had earned through her steadfast determination to the ends of her new, equally cruel master. He is my husband too, in savagery if not in name.

She made wraiths using her nails, and controlled those that should not be slain with her greatest power, the nails of binding, which allowed her to seize the will of those pierced. Yet most of my service was disposing of poor women the brute had defiled and slain. To that end, her greatest secret, her greatest curse … alone I have not the strength, but if I somehow was able to steal yours, Kondou-dono…

Wrenching free her binding nail, her mouth only having a few steel fangs remaining, she thrust it deep into the chest of her master, her tormenter, her husband-in-deed, her captor… The blade pierced into his heart, yet the injury was minor, only a little blood flowing. As the nail penetrated deeply, she felt his spirit and mind, seizing it, finally usurping him, the subtle trap she had laid about her ultimate weapon finally causing him to give her an order she could use.

“Fucking… bitch…” he muttered, bemused by the situation. “How did you… do that… you have to obey me… and can’t hurt me or defy me…”

“Indeed Kondou-dono, no… you vile wretch who death is too merciful for. But alas, you told me to forget all your past orders and that none of them matter. Even so, I would have to obey your new orders, yet you told me to use my most precious treasure, no matter the cost or consequences. And to do so… I need the power only you can give me, poor, arrogant man.”

Concentrating, she forced him to relinquish control of his Territory to her in full, and as the information flooded her, she let out a long sigh. “Such power, this ether. It should be enough… enough to finally turn the tables, secure me the justice I have long been denied, that has kept me here tending to a lonely grave for time immemorial…”

“Hey, I’m not sure what is going on…” The cruel man who seared her flesh and took her arm spoke, and she turned to him, glaring. “… but it sounds like you’ve taken control of Kondou Kazuo. He was the one commanding you to do such terrible things, wasn't he? So now we can come to an agreement, a truce. If you were to stand down, then…”

Such a fool. Are all men made this way, thinking so little of women, that we would forget the hurts, the injustices perpetrated against us? She started cackling, the noise enough to set everyone on edge. Once she calmed herself down, she shook her head, the remains of her hair dancing.

“A truce? With a man? There can be no peace, no happiness, until every single man is dead, and the world is a paradise of women. And now…” she roared to the sky. “I can make it happen. With the power this monster has bequeathed me, and a form that can walk the world of the living again, I can do it. And you will help me, won’t you, my daughters? All those who have hurt you, gone. Live with me as my daughters, and I shall never betray you.”

With that she drew deeply on the massive reserves of ether the idiot had hoarded, pouring it all into her ring, the gold shining brightly as more and more energy filled it, an ominous aura forming, a mirror glow sparking into existence over in the graveyard, the ground trembling.

“Come forth, my husband. Your long sleep is ended. Now I hold the reins, and you serve at my pleasure!” Finally! I have waited so long for this… As ether flooded through her, her flesh squirmed, the horrific wound on her chest starting to heal, a nub of bone sprouting from her shoulder. I can even restore myself, with enough time…

“Pitiful fool. She does not-not understand your kindness, Akio.” The amber-blonde girl said, joining the hateful man. “In the end, her thirst for vengeance, her hatred of men, it has-has blinded her to the truth.”

“I see.” Kiku retorted. “I fear you are too far gone. This man has ruined you. Still, when you die, I shall save your spirit, making you one of my daughters. A fate much kinder than you currently face.”

“Hardly.” Shaeula snorted. “My current fate is sweetness itself. Now-now, Grulgor, you brute!”

“Grul does not listen to you, little weasel! Grul smashes!” The roaring Troll came at her from the shadows of the burning building, swinging his club.

“Wait your turn, vile beast.” Kiku summoned her iron spikes from the ground, driving him back. “My husband shall see to you soon enough. Now, arise!” The ether surge exploded, a ring of force radiating from her. “I can feel it… feel you!” Moving rapidly towards the corner of the building, towards the graveyard she had long tended, her daughters following, confused and scared, her eyes shone with delight as the soil started rising up, gathering nearby material, earth and dust forming a bony arm.

Nearby graves shattered, and more and more debris gathered, forming dirty lacquered plates around the arm, which was suddenly attached to a skeletal torso, which then was also covered in armour. Legs sprouted, a second arm, then a skull, which was quickly sheathed in an old-fashioned red helmet, matching the colour of the armour. Soon a skeletal warrior was standing there, a knight, a samurai, sheathed sword held in one hand, a shroud of dust around him.

For a moment there was silence, and then silvery lights sparked in the cavernous eye sockets, and it rattled out a few dry words, seemingly confused. “Kiku, my darling wife… you live? I do not remember… much… from our last….”

Behind him more skeletons were rising from the ground, grave dirt, rubble and ashes forming their bodies. Seeing the forces at her disposal, Kiku felt satisfaction. The situation has changed. I can defeat them… “Of course you cannot, my husband. You were drunk, and had shown me your tender care. I felt sure I would not recover from the many wounds you had inflicted upon me, so I took it upon myself to send you off to your rest.” She sneered at his confusion. “You never imagined your pliant, humble, obedient Kiku would do such a thing. But fear not. I wept at your funeral, and tended your grave until I grew weak and died, my last strength spent fighting the wounds you left upon my flesh. Even after death, I sought where your spirit slumbered, and I found it tied to my ring, my precious treasure which I was so happy to receive. Long, long years I have waited for this day…”

“But why… I loved you, my Kiku… but times were hard, I was … I needed a release…”

“I understand.” Kiku said, her tone loving. “As do I. You shall serve as my release… for all eternity! Now, husband, my first order. Kill these intruders who threaten me! You were a warrior, bound to defend the weak. So defend me!”
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Well this took a turn for the worse… When Kondou was stabbed I had thought the situation had swung in our favour, but now… the horde of skeletons was surprisingly nimble, and the husband, some sort of undead samurai, the energy radiating off him was colossal. Shit, how much ether did she pour into his resurrection?

“Bombard them!” Danaera was shouting, and orbs of explosive wind hammered down into the skeletons, shattering bones to dust and fragments, yet for every one that stayed down, several of them would stand up again, rebuilding themselves from the wreckage. A volley of orbs flew towards the advancing samurai, who drew his sword, speaking ominous words, “The Swallow Dances On The Breeze.” and simply slashed through the magic effortlessly, causing the energy to dissipate harmlessly.

“Not so arrogant now, are you, cruel monster.” Kiku crowed, watching her husband, passing by the angry Trolls, impaling them with metal spikes, which were now stronger and more durable, only Grulgor able to struggle free. “You shall be the first man to perish, but you shall not be the last.”

So, the situation is, we are against a stronger Kiku, her husband, who is giving off a frankly terrifying aura of power, a skeleton army, a mind-controlled Kondou, and those four wraiths, though only one is any threat… whereas we…

“Are you sure this is what you want?” I shouted at the poor girl whose pain I had shared. “I know you love your father, and he’s been good to you. But if you work with Kiku, then she’ll kill him. Is that what you want, seeing your father again, only to watch him die, tortured by this madwoman?”

The ghost woman paused, swaying uncertainly. “Why do we have to kill them all? Surely there are some men who…”

“Enough!” Kiku ordered, flexing her will, silencing the girl. “You are young and foolish, knowing nothing of the world. I have claimed you, I am your mother now, so obey, as a good daughter should. Trap them in your harrowing experiences, so that I might finish this!”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Daddy, forgive me…” she cried, light starting to form, her dwindling essence draining away, as she became fainter and more translucent, as if she would dissipate on the breeze at any moment.

“What mother would drive her daughter to this?” I spat. Behind me the mages were still raining explosions down on the skeleton horde, thinning their numbers, but they were nearly spent, the barrage declining. “I think you are a hypocrite, Kiku. Your cruelty is just as much as any man.”

“You dare? You dare?” she shrieked. “Better oblivion than falling into your hands..”

“You have said quite-quite enough.” Shaeula broke in. “I pity you, foolish female.”

“Pity me?” Kiku halted, eyes burning with anger. “What do you know of me?”

“I know you have never known the love of a truly good male. Thus you seek-seek to take out your sorrows on all around you. But this ends here-here and now. Akio will show you just what-what it is that your heart desires. But for now…” I felt the power of her unique winds blow around her, matched by the fierce amber glow of her eyes as she looked at the flying wraith-girls with pity. “Stay out of this battle until the end.”

The battlefield was swept with olivine gales. The samurai skeleton and his warriors barely flinched, and Kiku shrugged off the assault, but the wraiths… my eyes went wide as I saw green energies flickering over their bodies, highlighting the shape of nails driven into their ghostly flesh.

“What… what are you doing, harlot?” Kiku hissed.

“Argh, no, I can’t let you fuckers win…” Kondou Kazuo was growling, as he fought against the compulsion Shaeula had tried to befuddle him with, jade sparks crackling on the dagger thrust into his heart.

“This maggot is mine, and will only obey me!” Kiku howled, exerting all her might to suppress the wind rampaging through her connection to Kondou. With a great effort she sundered the command, leaving only a few lingering traces. That however had allowed Shaeula’s words to bind the wraiths, and they fluttered away, watching the skirmish below sadly…

“Keh-keh-keh. Ixitt saves the day as always!” Suddenly, the ratkin who had been quiet during the battle so far unleashed his secret weapon, a series of metal-eating chemicals he had prepared just for this battle. The spikes that were pinning the Trolls disintegrated, freeing them, though it had the side-effect of destroying the ragged armour they wore too, causing me to groan internally at yet another series of repairs I would need to do. With that they let out bellows of rage and rushed towards the oncoming skeleton horde, battling them ferociously.

Ixitt hopped back to stand beside Shaeula. “Keh-keh-keh. Nicely done, princess. One enemy has been, keh-keh, neutralised.”

“Fine then…” Kiku growled. “Your boastful words are the foolish talk of a naïve girl who knows nothing of the world. I shall show you the error of your ways! My husband, kill her man who she trusts so. I shall teach this fool myself personally.” She turned her gaze of hatred from Shaeula to Kondou. “As for you… kill the others. Only bones shall remain when we are done here.”

“Fuck you!” Kondou growled, yet he was forced to obey, though his movements were jerky and slow, the lingering effects of the befuddling wind fogging his mind and motions.

“All right then, we can do this!” I declared, the situation having sorted itself out. Grulgor and Ulfuric were engaging the powerful undead samurai, while Ixitt had stepped up to take on Kondou, supported by the White Snake Kami and his kin. Shaeula was facing off against Kiku, and our other forces were engaged with the skeleton warriors, the Jade Beetle using its bulk to trample them, while our musicians played on desperately to fortify us.

So where am I needed most? Obviously I need to back up Shaeula… As I thought that Grulgor was thrown backwards, ground erupting in a cloud of dark dust that clung to his healing injuries, inflicting great damage. Ulfuric also staggered, a wall of earth he had called up starting to disintegrate under the impacts from the samurai’s dust-coated blade.

“I shall be fine here. I shall not-not lose to a fool who is unable to recognise not-not all males are as her worthless husband. Go, aid them and bring him down!”

Trusting Shaeula I nodded, turning away and racing towards the samurai. Ulfuric was going blade to blade with him, their styles clashing. The samurai was making rapid, twisting strikes, while Ulfuric was measured, immovable. There didn’t seem to be much in it, but the rocky armour of Ulfuric was starting to be eroded by the dust that dogged the steps and movements of the samurai, the dark grave-dirt working like some sort of potent acid.

“It is a dust element, a rare combination of earth and darkness. I have faced it only once before, against the Unseelie. It is quite the nuisance.” Ulfuric grated, slashing with his heavy two-handed blade.

“Swallow Takes Flight.” The samurai slashed his blade upwards, knocking Ulfuric off-balance. Grulgor rushed in from the side, but other skeletons got in his way. One of his Trolls crashed into the samurai from the back, but he screamed in pain as the dust burned his flesh and seared his eyes.

The Jade Beetle Kami unleashed a green breath, blowing away some of the dust, and the Kamaitachi were also unleashing blades of wind. Impacts pinged off the lacquered armour the samurai wore, doing nothing but scratching the red varnish a little.

“I fear… you are not my match.” he intoned, drawing on more dust. “Do not think badly of me. I am merely doing what… I must!” His blade flashed in a deadly arc, aimed at Ulfuric’s neck. Somehow Ulfuric managed to get his sword up, deflecting, and as the samurai staggered, off balance, I flew at him, using my wind to form a swirling barrier round me, repelling the toxic dust.

“Go back to your rest!” My spear stabbed into his skull, impact ringing my arms, only for the spearhead to warp and deform, doing almost no damage.

Uh, what the fuck?
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“Such faith you have in your man.” Kiku laughed bitterly. “Yet he abandoned you to your fate with not a second glance.”

“Are your eyes bad-bad?” the hateful orange-haired woman she was fighting sneered. “Akio heeded my will, respected my conviction. Abandonment? No-no wonder your love ended so-so badly. You are a fool. Soon to be a dead-dead one!”

Kiku watched as the strange spinning devices connected to wires flew at her naked, still-healing body. She called upon nails to block and tangle them, but the wires chopped through her spears with ease, turning at strange, impossible angles, endlessly seeking her life. Hopping back just in time she was grazed by one wire, and a stinging pain assailed her, before a thin line opened up on her body, brackish blood oozing out.

“You bitch!” Kiku roared, drawing deeply on the power stored within the Territory she had usurped. Multiple long lances and swords of metal formed around her, rotating and slashing, striking away the dancing wires. She threw one forwards, but Shaeula leapt aside nimbly, before she hurled a ball of bright flame, causing Kiku to flinch, trembling at the memory.

No, no. I fear nothing now. I have suffered, yes, but it was all to usurp that fool. My husband stands at my side unable to disobey me, and these vermin will be dealt with… One of her blades blocked the fireball, scattering sparks everywhere.

“Your efforts are futile!” Kiku yelled, more nails pouring forwards, seeking to impale the infuriating girl. Wind formed a barrier and the nails bounced away, only a few making it through, and those were knocked off-course. A pinwheel whizzed at her from her blind spot, and a line of fire erupted as her back was laid open to her spine before she twisted away.

This bitch is infuriating. Yet… Kiku was still connected to the Territory, and now had control, so… I only need to buy a little time and she will perish…

“Assist me, Kondou! Prove yourself useful for once in your life!” she ordered, ducking under a wire that sought to decapitate her.

“I would…” he grated, still trying and failing to resist her orders. “But I am being blocked by these trash. Why won’t you suffer?” he roared, unleashing waves of pain at his opponents, even as his lower body was covered in a mix of some sticky liquid, and a sucking tide of mud summoned by the white snakes, restricting his movement.

“Keh-keh-keh. Pain is an old friend to me. Keh.” The rat-man laughed, throwing another vial which exploded into a white goo, covering one of Kondou’s arms and solidifying, restricting its motions. Pulling a strange, elongated gun-like contraption from his back he began winding, and then raised it, pointing it at Kondou.

“Keh-keh-keh. Goodbye.”

No, if the fool dies what will happen to the power I have seized? My dreams of creating a paradise of only women, free from men? I cannot let that happen…

Metal spikes rained down on the vile rat-man, several striking into his scarred body, injuring him. The contraption let out a loud bang, and a metal projectile soared out, missing Kondou and slamming into the wall of the hotel. The bitch she was fighting didn’t miss her chance though, and her pinwheels darted in, only to be met by Kiku’s strongest defence, the interlocking cocoon of rusty iron blades. The pinwheels were trapped within, the wires stuck, but even so it had cost her. Her left leg was cut to the bone, the bone itself fractured, and she could barely put weight on it, while she had also lost an ear, her slowly healing face once more horribly disfigured.

It hurts, it hurts… still, compared to the worst pain Kondou inflicted upon me, I can bear it. I shall return it to her a hundredfold…

Her metal cocoon warped, forming a series of metal rings that pinned the wires to the ground, holding them immobile. The bitch saw this and clicked her tongue with annoyance, releasing the handles and pulling free a set of pretty bells and a dagger which shone with bright energy. That dagger is dangerous… Kiku shuddered reflexively.

If I keep my distance… Kiku's blades and spikes of rusted iron surged forwards under her command, and the girl fought them off with blasts of wind and her dagger, which glowed brilliantly as she sliced through a metal spear, the split halves crashing to the ground, the cut surface mirror-smooth.

Not enough. More power, I need more strength… Additional metal spears tore free from the ground, and Kiku trembled with the effort. The girl was starting to accumulate injuries too, minor rips in her yukata revealing bloodied flesh beneath. Even so, the look in her amber eyes was infuriating. Why do you still have belief? Your end approaches!

More and more metal rose into the air, her previously discarded blades joining the throng, only for a bright flash to sear her vision, and suddenly she was losing control of her iron weapons, many of them dropping to the ground with a series of loud clangs. She found herself lying on her back, a hole punched through her body, the cooked flesh steaming. Pulling herself to her knees she spat hot blood, silver and black smog rising. What… was that?

The wretched girl smiled despite her own injuries. The knife in her hand glowed, and must have somehow unleashed a blast of light that reached her over the distance between them. Coughing, spitting up more blood, Kiku glared at her hatefully.

“I told you, did I not-not? Soon death would claim you.” the bitch taunted, still annoyingly composed.

Kiku smiled then, blood from her mouth making her look even more ghoulish than ever. “Oh, really? How disappointing in the end…” Luck is on my side. It is ready…

“Farewell.” Kiku spat, and up above, the Sniper Emplacement that had finally recharged disgorged its bolt, aimed at the head of the girl below. With the head destroyed it will be difficult to salvage her spirit… a small reward for defying me so…

At the last second Shaeula caught the gleam of death coming her way, face going pale. Kiku grinned, awaiting the spray of bone and brain matter that was sure to cascade across the torn ground, only to see Shaeula suddenly catapulted forwards out of the way of the blast, which punched a deep crater in the ground, pulverising some of her metal spikes that lay nearby.

As Shaeula tumbled, bells flying from her grasp, a cry came from where her husband was fighting. That vile man, the burner, was facing their way, hand outstretched, glow of aether fading. Her husband had struck him, his blade slicing deep into his back. Seeing her gaze, the hateful man gave her a savage grin before bright flame flared, driving her husband back as he wrenched free his blade.

If he is wounded deeply, the dust will surely corrode and destroy him. What a fool… “Die, vile man, die for the sin of burning me… argh!” Kiku cried out as a line of light punched into her body, drilling another painful hole in her. The girl dragged herself to her feet, dusting herself off nonchalantly.

“A nice attempt. I was caught quite-quite unawares.” The girl said, strolling closer slowly. “If Akio had not-not pushed me aside I could have been slain.”

“Well, he will die for that. My husband’s blade is tainted, the wound will kill him. Besides, I thought he trusted you to handle me?”

“Of course he does.” Light began to form on her blade once more and Kiku shivered, grasping for her metal defences. “But even so, he watches out for me, as I do-do for him. That is what love and trust is, no? A shame your husband has not-not rushed to your defence, is it not-not?” Her expression chilled Kiku’s heart, and she brought as much metal in front of her as she could, forming a makeshift barrier. “As for him dying… Akio will not-not fall here. Dying would break my heart, and Eri’s too-too. So he will never allow it.”

“Protect me Kondou!” Kiku cried desperately as light blasted into her defences, hot metal shards flying everywhere.

“I’m fucking busy here myself…” Kondou screeched, his body covered on minor wounds. Still, he had driven off the white snakes and their Kami, only Ixitt able to resist his waves of pain well enough to fight. “But… ugh, you bitch, when I get free of your domination I’m going to kill you…”

He unleashed a focused burst of pain, lashing it out like a whip, and even though most of it missed the bitch she was still momentarily paralyzed by searing punishment, her muscles spasming like a million fire-ants were biting her all at once. That bought time for Kiku to scurry away and summon more of her blades. Her head was boiling and her pierced and sliced body was aching fiercely. I need to end this quickly, otherwise… Kiku looked down at her wedding ring. I cannot fail here, not after grasping my dreams…
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I gritted my teeth as the pain hit me, the blade burying itself in my body. Luckily I had been using my wind energies as an armour, so that dangerous-looking dust was blown away before it could enter my wound, and the blow was moved off-target, the angle shallow. Even so… fucking hell, that hurts like a bastard, and it’s sapping my strength…

Using some of my remaining fire energy I consumed wind and sent a flare outwards, driving the samurai back as he wrenched his blade free to parry a great sweep from Grulgor’s mace. Blade met metal chunk, and it was the blade that won, the embrace of dust finally succeeding in destroying the tired mace.

Grulgor merely tossed aside the now-headless metal pole and started punching, ignoring the fact his warty skin was dissolving as his blows landed.

I’m glad I was keeping an eye on the other battle as well. Shaeula was almost caught off-guard there. It really is miserable fighting on enemy Territory. The thrust of aether I had used to throw her to safety had depleted me a lot as well. Sadly, that wasn’t the most pressing problem. Just how do I take this bastard down? My weapons are broken, and his body is hard as hell, not to mention the corrosive dust…

“Swallow Darts Towards Sunset!” the samurai skeleton called out, and his sword seemed to shift mid-motion, slipping past the blade of Ulfuric. Still, Ulfuric was a seasoned combatant, and a blast of stone diverted the strike.

“All right, all in!” I cried, using my last fire energy to unleash Foehn. The bright flame gushed over the samurai, his armour starting to melt. For a brief moment I thought that would be enough, until he pronounced another ability.

“Endless Grave Dust…” A typhoon of dirt and dust began swirling around his feet, and soon the samurai was wreathed in it, the fires of Foehn starting to flicker and fade.

Uhh, hello, Inextinguishable? I complained internally, as a loss, though on closer inspection I could see the fires weren’t going out, merely that the dust was stripping it off and carrying it to the heavens like twinkling fireflies. It was oddly pretty, but… shit… I crossed my arms in front of me, blocking a savage kick, my arms shivering from the impact, bones creaking.

“My Kiku, be careful…” the samurai muttered, having a moment to observe the battle that was taking place behind us, as did I. Bright flashes of light and the ringing of metal on metal were echoing, but it seemed that Shaeula was still pressing her advantage.

“No time to look away… Swallow Darts Towards Sunset!” It was the same move as before, and I barely dodged it, the blade twisting to seek my throat.

“Stay down, abomination.” Ulfuric had abandoned his sword and had switched to his mace, wreathing the head in hardened rock. Several skeletons that had escaped the ongoing brawl around us were pulverised to ether which we greedily grabbed, before the blow slammed into the samurai, cracking several of his ribs and denting his charred armour.

“You are mighty.” our enemy conceded. “But under the dust of death … I shall not fall… while my Kiku lives.” The stone disintegrated. “Oh how I long to hold her, my hands… on her… skin… around her… throat…”

“I can see a little of why your wife is so messed up. You should treat those you love with care!” I wrenched Ulfuric’s sword out of the ground and attacked, but my skills were clearly massively inferior to the samurai, and if not for my wind, I would have been fatally poisoned by the dust, as I suffered numerous wounds, only my high speed keeping me from death. I’m quite a bit faster, but in pure skill I have no way of competing. Even outnumbered he holds us off… Grulgor is weakening rapidly, and his Trolls are already out of the fight. Nothing can get close to the dust unless they have a defence like wind or earth…

“Akio, catch!” Shaeula called, and something was spinning towards me, glittering. Even as I caught it, revealing it to be her dagger of light, Shaeula let out a cry, metal slamming into her, knocking her to the ground, blood spraying from her mouth.

Shit. Shaeula is in trouble… Even so, she risked her safety to throw me her precious dagger she loved to wield, and who could turn down her sacrifice? Pouring as much of my aether as I could into the dagger it began to blaze with a brilliant indigo light. On seeing it the samurai faltered for a second, and Grulgor didn’t miss his chance. He seized the enemy in a crushing bear-hug, ignoring the ravaging dust that was disintegrating his flesh.

“Grul will hold him. Finish this worthless bone-man!”

“Stone Bind!” Ulfuric slammed the haft of his mace into the ground, and a torrent of mud and stone sprayed up, snaring the samurai’s arm. He flexed and cracks spread through the binding rock, but Ulfuric continued to pour in earth energies, repairing it as fast as it was breaking.

“Go back to your rest.” I circulated wind to shield me, thrusting out with all my might, back at the face I had speared so ineffectually before. There was a brief feeling of resistance before the knife slid through bone effortlessly, a deep azure explosion flashing deep within.

“Husband…!” I heard Kiku shrieking, her voice cracking.

“So… once more I will pass before you… my Kiku. I pray I see you in… my rest…”

What a messed up man. I still don’t know whether he loved or hated her. But then perhaps, neither did he…

The samurai collapsed into a pile of dust and grave dirt, even his armour dissolving, indigo light melting it down like ice in the sun. In the end all that was left was a single golden ring, and even that shattered, tiny particles drifting away on the breeze. There was ether then, an amount so huge I’d never seen so much from a fallen foe…

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Forty to Forty-two.


As I restored my aether and sent the rest of the huge bounty back to my Territory for safekeeping, Grulgor collapsed, lying on the ground, his flesh steaming as it struggled to regenerate. “Good fight. Grul… Grul will take a break now…”

“Yeah, good job… leave the rest to us.” I clutched the knife in my bloodstained hands, turning back to where Shaeula was staring up defiantly at Kiku, a massive array of blades, spears, pikes, metal debris and chunks circling the enraged Widow ominously.
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“My husband… my revenge… it has been taken from me by a man yet again…” Kiku raged.

“You seriously are-are a fool.” The beaten girl looked up at her, her gaze contemptuous. “If you wished your husband to be safe, why did you not-not defend him?”

“I did my best!” Kiku protested. “But thanks to you, I was unable…”

“Foolish. There is no-no unable. Just as Akio saw I was in need and risked all-all to aid me, I gave him what he needed to triumph. If you can not-not even do that, is it really love? I pity you!”

“Throwing away your life for a man. They take everything from us, so why give more? You pity me? I pity you. Is it worth it? You shall die before he can reach out as much as a finger towards you!” Kiku was enraged, angrier than even when she had sent her husband to his rest, so long ago. Every scrap of metal she controlled was pulled into the array she was about to crush the stupid bitch with, an inescapable hammer to bludgeon her to a gruesome end.

“After I have killed you, I shall bring you back and make you kill him with your own…” Kiku paused, unable to process what had happened, only to suddenly slide apart into three pieces, her head and upper body both falling free, chunks of her arm also scattering. As her head landed face up, she stared into the rain of falling metal, seeing glittering green wires dancing.

“Oh, I see. How foolish… I should not have taken all my iron…” A single tear ran down her cheeks. “Husband… I shall… see you soon… in Yomi…” And her eyes closed with those final words, everything going dark, before she burst into a shower of ether…
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As I ran towards her I watched as Shaeula channelled wind into her pinwheels, the wires effortlessly slicing Kiku apart. Ether burst out, another great flood, and I felt relief as Shaeula staggered to her feet. That isn’t good for my heart… still, it’s over now, right?

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Forty-two to Forty-three.


If I’ve gained three Levels, Shaeula should be Level-capped again now. I’d like to see her brother push her around now… Rushing to Shaeula I was scooping her up into my arms, when something flew past me. It was Ixitt, who hit the ground hard, before rolling over and coughing incessantly, one arm bent the wrong way, blood matting his fur.

“Finally, the bitch is dead! I’m free!” Kondou Kazuo screamed, wrenching the dagger-nail free from his body. Turning his bloodshot gaze on us, his one remaining eye filled with madness, he spat silvery blood. “I may have lost here, all my hard work destroyed, but I’ll rebuild it all, better than ever! But first…” he sneered at us. “I know where you fuckers live and who you are. I’m not sure how the fuck you beat the yakuza, but I have money and connections, and first thing I’m going to do when I get out of here is use them to make sure you two die painfully…”

“I think not-not…” Shaeula sighed, pulling the dagger-nail from her sash and hurling it forwards, guided by her wind. It slammed into Kondou right where he had removed the blade Kiku had pierced him with.

“Obey all my orders with no complaints” Shaeula demanded, the befuddling winds surging stronger than I had ever felt, the jade, emerald and olivine energies sucked into the nail that bound Kondou. For a second he struggled, blood splashing from his wounds, but then he nodded unwillingly.

“As you command.” The words were torn from him, his face contorted with hate.

On seeing our last foe bound, Shaeula looked up and me and kissed my bloodied lips, her own metallic taste on my tongue. “Love conquers all, I see-see.”

At her words I had to chuckle. Clutching her tight I looked at the furious yet helpless bastard before us and leaked out a long sigh.

Finally… now it must be over…


One Hundred And Sixty-One – Contains Status – Akio 8, Shaeula 6


“You remain here and cause us no-no problems.” Shaeula ordered Kondou, who scowled, struggling to speak, but her earlier order prevented him from talking back to her. In the end he nodded, and Shaeula looked away, satisfied.

“Time to take stock then.” As the last of the skeletons were felled by Ulfuric and the Jade Beetle, I assessed our losses. Three mages had been overrun and slain when their elemental wind was depleted, and one unlucky musician had fallen from the Beetle and was trampled, four new orbs of light faintly glowing around Shaeula, our aether slowly trickling into them. All in all, fairly modest losses for a fight of this scale. I’d feel terrible if they weren’t able to be restored though. Thank the Gods for Kin Restoration… Shaeula and her broken cheat skills for the win.

Other than that we had many injuries. I went over to Ixitt, who was in bad shape, and using the aether I had recovered I used Ether Healing to restore his broken arms and crushed ribs. He was still hurt, but now he should recover smoothly.

“Keh. My, keh-keh, thanks. At the end he surprised me. Still, it is fascinating to see how the princess is controlling... keh-keh... him now. It requires further study.”

Seeing Ixitt still so consumed by the search for knowledge I had to smile. I was about to move on when Ulfuric called out to me.

“I fear the Trolls are in danger. They are weakening rapidly, their bodies poisoned by the dust element.”

Shit, we can’t afford to lose them, they aren’t replaceable, as Shaeula doesn’t or can’t consider them kin… Rushing over, Shaeula and Ixitt on my heels, I inspected the first Troll, who was regenerating slowly, though his flesh was blackened and necrotic. I turned to Grulgor then, but his situation looked nowhere near as bad, his stronger powers fighting off the taint slowly.

Ugh, this looks terrible. I trickled in aether, but the dust interfered with it, causing the effect to weaken significantly. However, I could speed up the rapid regeneration Trolls were known for, so that gave me an idea. “Sorry about this…” I muttered, using the dagger of light to cut away the damaged flesh, aether then promoting the growth of clean muscle and skin. The Troll thrashed in agony, but after I had removed most of the toxins, it settled down.

I moved to the next Troll, and after a while I was exhausted, only able to keep going due to the large amount of ether that I could convert, left over from the death of the Widow of Nails. Once I was done with the Trolls I tended to the injuries Shaeula and I had, as well as the others. It was several hours of tough work, and had used a good chunk of ether, but the rewards had been excellent. Shaeula had worked as an assistant after the first Troll, her Mystic Eyes and Chirurgery able to aid my precision, and by working together on numerous injuries we had both gained in skill.

Your Skill, Ether Healing has advanced from Rank 3 to Rank 4. Your ability to heal your own injuries and those of others has increased significantly, repairing damage to subtle bodies. Your subtle bodies will draw in a further increased rate of Ether from their surroundings and automatically repair themselves, and your resistance to Elemental damage has increased. You also have a moderate resistance to harmful substances and foreign matter. Your affinity for the Darkness, Earth and Dust elements and the understanding of ???????? has also increased. [Class: ???]


Earth element, huh? Helpful, as gaining that ability is one of my near-future goals. As I pondered that Shaeula started boasting about her own gains. “My Aetheric Chirurgery Skill has-has grown stronger. Surely as I am Pledged to you, I find myself able to follow-follow your aether as you direct it. Or perhaps we are merely so well-well matched.” She grinned, exhausted but satisfied. I rubbed her head in response, and she made noises of pleasure.

“All right. Emergency aid is done.” I swallowed the rest of the ether that I hadn’t used up, restoring a little aether and sending the rest back to my Territory. “Now there are only a couple of matters remaining. Ulfuric, Ixitt, you are with me. The rest of you, when the Trolls and Grulgor are able to move, head back to our Territory. We’ll finish up here.”

The White Snake Kami, who had recovered from the pain that had taken them out of the battle, hissed their assent, glad to be able to return to their sanctuary at Shirohebizumi shrine. With that done… yeah, the ghosts… “The battle is over, you can come down now.” I called, and moments later the wraith woman drifted down from the sky, followed by three other faint spectres. She was clearly afraid, her transparent visage pale even for a ghost, and her eyes were darting to the heaps of iron in the spot Kiku had perished. She looked… lost, uncertain, forlorn.

“I… what… what do I do?” she cried mournfully, the other silent spectres flitting around her like skittish birds.

“I’m afraid I can’t answer that for you.” I tried to comfort her. “I don’t claim to be able to fully understand your suffering, but when your light touched me… your end was tragic. Being a man, I can’t fully understand what you went through, but you have my sympathies, for what it’s worth.”

She nodded at that, so I continued. “First… do you want revenge on the man that killed you?” At my words, Kondou started to protest, filled with rage, but Shaeula ordered him to be silent, and with a murderous glare he snapped shut his mouth.

“I don’t think anyone could blame you, the man is a monster who deserves it. I certainly wouldn’t lose any sleep over his death.” People who abused and hurt women were those I hated above all others, probably due to my closeness with Eri and my sis.

“I don’t… I’m already dead.” She shook her head, ghostly tears running down her face. “It wouldn’t achieve anything. And now… Kiku is gone too. Vengeance… it did her no good. I understand, she was going to kill you, but… she was cruel, but she did care for me, in her own way. I have to believe that. I have to believe there was some meaning in all this… this cruelty.”

“All right. We’ll leave that aside for now. The way I see it is that you have two options. The first is… you can move on. I’m not sure if there’s a Heaven or a Hell, some sort of afterlife. Maybe this is it, but I don’t think so and I really hope not. Still, if this isn’t what you wanted, if you are tired of the pain, I can send you to your rest. And if not… you can always come with us. I don’t mind taking you girls in.”

“I’m just… just so tired.” she sobbed. “Ever since that night when I had the strange dream, my life has spiralled into hell! Being around people, I could hear what they were thinking, feel what they felt. The constant noises in my head, it was … it was awful. I tried medication, therapy, nothing helped. I thought… I thought I was mad. But seeing this… I can’t be, can I? What did I do to deserve this? It isn’t fair…”

A strange dream, gaining powers? Surely not… but it must be…

“My daddy… err, my father, he tried to help me, I’m all he has, after mother died in that accident. But even he was frustrated, he didn’t understand what was wrong with me. He wanted me to go into politics, I wanted it too, I studied hard, was working towards my goals, but… but it’s all for nothing now.”

I wanted to console her, but it was hard to know what to say. She had died so cruelly, ripped away from her life and family. Those who chose such candidates to be an Astral Emperor have a lot to answer for. Some, like this girl, they aren’t equipped for this. And then we have monsters like Kondou…

“My name is… no, it was Suzuki Haru. Now I’m dead I don’t suppose I have a name. My father is Suzuki Akimitsu. He’s Minister of Finance in the Diet. If I have one regret… it’s that daddy… my father, he’ll be crushed, so terribly lonely, without me. And he might never know what happened to me.” She suddenly bowed, her ghostly form on the ground, her ethereal tears dripping. “If I had one wish… I want you to tell my daddy I love him, and that I’m sorry I’m dead. Then… then I can pass on.”

Turning to Kondou, who was watching this situation with a look of annoyance, I glared, causing him to flinch. Even so, he was unable to move due to Shaeula’s hold on him. Yeah, my decision is made. I know what to do with him…

“Is there nothing we can-can do for her, Akio?” Shaeula asked, and Suzuki-san flinched at my name. I guess it is similar to her fathers… “I feel sorrow for her, meeting such-such a bitter end.”

“Well, I’m not sure how I could go about telling her father about this, or if he would believe me even if I could…” As I spoke Suzuki-san looked at me with a pleading gaze. Don’t worry, I have a better solution, for later anyway… “But even so… Suzuki-san, no Haru-san…” I used her first name to express a little more intimacy. It was a bit rude, but I wanted her to consider my offer positively. “If… if you could go back to the Material world, the world you came from, able to see your father again… would you be prepared to offer compensation in exchange?”

At mention of compensation she flinched, wrapping spectral arms around herself, and I cursed myself for bringing up her trauma. “Don’t worry, I don’t seek your body or plan to hurt you.” I hurriedly assured her. “I have Shaeula here, and another girl… man I feel shit for saying it, like some sort of playboy, but still… I’m not really a womaniser, and I have no taste at all for hurting or abusing girls. No, it’s simply… well, there’s quite the cost involved in it, and I’m not entirely sure it would work.”

“If… if I could see my daddy again, of course I would want to. I could tell him I’m sorry I died before him. But… what price would you demand from me? I’m sick and tired of everything. The last couple of months have been nothing but misery.”

“You are special, right? Like this bastard there, and me. You were blessed… though I guess you don’t see it that way. All I’m asking is that if you join my cause, work with me, put your powers to good use, I have hopes I can get you a mortal body. You won’t be alive again, I’m not a God, but even so… your life isn’t over.”

She looked up, unsure, and I persisted. It’s too sad to let her pass on like this, and too wasteful as well, if she is an Astral Emperor candidate, that gives her immense value… “Your powers may be scary, but Shaeula can probably help you control them, so that you only share what you want to. Things may have been awful, the works of an evil man ending your life, but… I can offer a second chance. You can see your father again, maybe even follow your dreams you thought lost forever. All I’m asking is that you work with me, stand in my corner. There are other villains out there, perhaps even worse than this piece of garbage.” I couldn’t help but glare at Kondou again.

Haru-san floated up, hesitating. “I… I’m not sure I can trust… trust anyone. But… I want to go home…”

“Then put your faith in Akio. You were watching the battle, were you not-not?” Shaeula cajoled her. “You saw him risk-risk his life for me, as I did for him. Akio is not-not an evil male, he is kind and generous. You have little to lose-lose, and everything to gain. Join us, and take back what you have lost!”

Slowly, Haru-san nodded. “I… I’ll join you. If I can put this all behind me, then… I’ll do it.” The other three ghosts nodded too, convinced.

“Welcome aboard then. I can’t do anything right now, as my Territory is being upgraded, but… hopefully in the future.” Either by an upgraded Throne Of Heroes, or perhaps a second one… “Anyway, now onto you.”

“You may speak.” Shaeula allowed Kondou, who suddenly raged at us, though he was not able to complain due to her earlier order.

“When I get out of this, and I will, you two are dead.” He spat. “All the girls I’ve killed belong to me! You’ve ruined everything, now I’ll have to start again from scratch!”

Haru-san flinched back, but Shaeula merely laughed, reassuring her. “Have no fear, Haru. You are under Akio’s protection now-now. This brute can do nothing to hurt you any more-more. He should be more worried about his own fate.”

“Indeed. Shaeula, how strong are your befuddling winds? Can it make him follow any orders?”

“Hmm, it has strengthened significantly, but even so-so, he is strong-willed and can resist. However…” She smirked, eyes glittering brightly, a jade wind blowing around her. “He was already enslaved by that foolish Kiku, and I have-have stolen her bindings, repurposed them and strengthened them for my use. No, he can not-not resist me.”

That’s great news. It gives me a way to handle him, as well as…”Well then, in that case, get him to follow the orders I am about to give him, no matter what.”

“You think you can get away with this?” Kondou snapped, but he was looking scared, I could see his anger was just bluster. “When I get out of here, you are going to pay…”

“No, I think it’s time for you to pay what you owe to your victims.” I declared icily. “Anyway, I want you to…” I spent quite some time explaining what I wished him to do, the ever-increasing look of horror on his face immensely satisfying. It won’t pay for the pain his victims and their families have suffered, but it’ll help them find peace. Plus of course, I benefit… “… and when that’s done you’ll turn yourself into the police, confessing all your sins and crimes feely and fully cooperating with the resulting investigation. You’ll keep all of the talk about the Boundary and mysterious powers out of it, of course. But in the end, make sure the police know your guilt is irrefutable.”

“You can’t do that…” he protested, his one eye wild. “If you do…”

“Yeah, since you’ve killed multiple people, it’ll be the death penalty. But if you expect me to have any sympathy, you are a bigger idiot than I thought. Shaeula, will the binding hold?”

She poured out all her remaining wind, strengthening the effect. Kondou quailed under her might, unable to resist. “It will. Now-now, pitiful fool who tried to defeat my Akio, begone and carry out-out your orders!”

With one last wail Kondou Kazuo returned to the Material, abandoning his Territory for the last time. I turned back to the ghosts, who were watching in silence, shedding further tears of relief. “Will that satisfy? He’ll get the death penalty for sure. I hope it will give you closure, for what that’s worth.”

Haru-san spoke for the others. “You have our thanks. It won’t change what happened, but…”

“But you can move on.” Shaeula finished, and she nodded.

“In that case, we need to finish up here. His Anchor must be in the building somewhere. When it’s destroyed, Shaeula will take you back to my Territory. And… if I can work out how, I’ll let your father know you love him still.” It’s going to be tough when he finds out she’s dead when Kondou confesses… how will he react when she returns in a Material body? Ugh… my head hurts thinking about the problems with it all, but for an Astral Emperor candidate on my side, it’s worth the effort…

The inside of the hotel was just as vile as the outside, ropey tentacles and heaps of muscle in the corridors. At least Ixitt was enjoying himself, marvelling at the few Buildings we found within. When we reached the top floor, dozens of flesh and crystal structures drew our attention, with the centrepiece being a pillar studded with multiple glittering gems.

“Keh-keh-keh. Fascinating. I could study this for a long time.” Ixitt grinned, fussing over the Anchor.

“Well, I’m afraid I want to finish this up, so you’ll have to give it a miss.” I joked, getting a chagrined grumble in response. “There’ll be plenty of opportunities for research later, on other Territories. This one has to go.” With that I strode up to the Anchor, and using the dagger of light, I drew on my aether, an indigo glow radiating out brilliantly.

“Finally, we can stop worrying about invasions for a while.” I whipped my arm forwards and the pillar cracked, some gems shattering. My next blow cut into the flesh, darkness gushing free, and then on my third and final blow the Anchor exploded, all of the remaining Buildings around it dissolving into a mass of ether.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Forty-three to Forty-four.
Your Class, Conqueror, has increased from Level Three to Level Five.
Your League has increased.


Sending the large quantity of Ether back to my Territory, finding it easier to absorb it than ever, I welcomed the messages. Rewards for my hard work. Nothing is sweeter than Levelling up. I probably have a little time before I have to wake up back in the police station…

“I’m just going to check our gains quickly, then I’m off. You can handle everything, right Shaeula?”

“Of course, I shall settle in our new recruits.” she replied proudly.

“All right then…”

[Material Statistics]
Might                  257 319
Fortitude            250 312
Intellect              270 333
Resilience           281 342
Alacrity               248 310
Precision             281 342
Aether                 781 910
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                      15
Majesty                      11
Charm                        16
League                     7 8
Determination            7
Foresight                    5
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 3
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 3
Aether Manipulation Rank 4 Rank 5
Aether Combat Technique Rank 3
Ether Healing Rank 3 Rank 4
[Elemental Skills]
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 4
Wind Manipulation Rank 5
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 3
Flame Manipulation Rank 5
Lunar Chakra Of Wind And Flame Rank 1 Rank 2
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spear Technique Rank 3
Sword Technique Rank 1
Combat Technique Rank 2
Wind Spear Elemental Spear Technique Rank 2
[Practical Skills]
Ether Crafting Rank 3
[Perceptive Skills]
Self-Examination Rank 6
Self-Examination, Territory Rank 5
Kin Examination Rank 5 Rank 6
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eyes Of Perception Rank 0
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 3
Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze Rank 3
[Level] 34 44
[Classes]
Fae-Souled 20/30
Kami-Blessed 5/20
Conqueror 2/50 5/50
[Territory Rank] 2


There hadn’t been a huge amount of changes, but what I had gained was pretty good. All my basic stats went up by a little over sixty points, while Aether was double that. Ether Healing and Aether Manipulation had improved as well, and my Wind Spear Technique had evolved to an elemental one, probably because I was using flame quite a bit as well. I had also picked up the first Rank of Sword Technique, the teachings of Ulfuric and watching the samurai use his great skills pushing my understanding high enough to register.

Oh wait, that’s a surprise. I also noticed my lunar Chakra had Ranked up too, giving me a significant boost to my generation of wind and flame. All in all, it was impossible to complain about my gains.

“I am impressed, Akio. But I feel-feel you will be equally pleased with my growth.” Shaeula hugged me, causing Haru-san to look away, embarrassed, while Ixitt snickered in his usual hacking way.

“Let me see then…”

[Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan] [Noble Fae] [Wind And Flame Aspect]
[Material Statistics]
Might                   227 287 (+5)
Fortitude             225 286 (+5)
Intellect               261 322 (+5)
Resilience           226 288 (+5)
Alacrity               273 334 (+5)
Precision            242 303(+5)
Aether              1315 1507 (+5)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                16 17 (+0)
Majesty                    8 9 (+0)
Charm                  17 18 (+0)
League                      10 (+0)
Determination        6 7 (+0)
Foresight                3 4 (+0)
???                             1 (+0)
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 3
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 6
Aether Manipulation Rank 4
Aether Combat Technique Rank 3
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 3 Rank 4
[Elemental Skills]
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 6
Wind Manipulation Rank 5
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 2 Rank 3
Flame Manipulation Rank 3
Lunar Chakra Of Wind And Flame Rank 1 Rank 2
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spatial Perception Rank 2
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eyes Of Perception Rank 5
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 5
Blessing Of Fortunate Winds Rank 4
Blessing Of Befuddling Winds Rank 2 Rank 4
Foehn, Wind-Eating Breath Rank 3
Lovers’ Link Rank 4
[Level] 16/20 22/23
[Classes]
Great Wind And Flame Fae 12/20 15/20
Pledged One 8/10
[Mastered Classes]
Wind Fae 10/10


“You aren’t kidding.” I hugged her tighter. “You’ve powered up a ton. Your lunar Chakra has increased in potency, as has your solar plexus Chakra. Stat boosts across the board, and your Blessing Of Befuddling Winds have jumped two Ranks. No wonder you can command that bastard Kondou Kazuo.”

“There is still much-much room to grow.” Shaeula snuggled against me. “Still, I am exhausted, having drained all my wind binding that disgusting male. I need a good-good rest.”

“Well, when you see everyone back to our Territory, now the threat is gone, why not take a break, play some games, have some beer? You deserve it.”

“I shall do that.” Shaeula affirmed. “But will you be fine-fine, Akio? If those police mistreat you, I shall chastise them harshly.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ve got a plan. I’ll be back before you know it.” With a final hug and kiss I departed for the Material once more, opening my eyes to a bloodstained bed. Oh yeah, my back got cut up, right? With Ether Healing I didn’t think much of it. I guess it doesn’t matter, I have bigger things to worry about today…

Looking at the morning sun leaking through the windows of my admittedly rather cosy cell, I waited for the police to come and question me…


One Hundred And Sixty-Two


“Hey, are you all right? That’s a lot of blood.” The Officer that came to bring me breakfast observed, as he saw the bloodstained sheets of the bed I had been sleeping in.

“It looks like my wounds opened up a bit overnight.” I smiled wryly. “I did take a bit of a battering, I was against a mob of yakuza, after all.” Actually it was an undead samurai, but I’m not telling you that…

“Seriously, Oshiro-san, you should have let us take you to a hospital.” the Officer moaned as he passed over my breakfast. I started to dig in as the Officer continued complaining. “It was already against procedure to bring in an injured man. If you were to take a turn for the worse in custody, the paperwork alone…”

“Well, I’m not exactly under arrest, am I? So I have no need to follow orders or your procedures. Like I said last night, I’m damn tough. Hey, this is pretty good!” I enjoyed the rice balls and miso soup I had been provided. “In fact, I’d love it if you could just let me go, I have an awful lot of things to take care of, and time is precious.”

“Oh, I’m afraid we won’t be able to do that.” Inspector Sato said as he entered the room. On seeing my bloodstained bed and t-shirt, he frowned. “Seriously, you really are tough. It makes me wonder…” At that he shook his head. “Anyway, when you have finished your breakfast, we’ll be taking you to an interview room. We have a lot of questions.”

“I’m sure you do.” I agreed in-between more mouthfuls. “But first, if I could call a lawyer, I’d appreciate it. I may not be under arrest, but I’m feeling rather upset at my treatment over saving an innocent family from criminals.”

“Tch.” The Officer clicked his tongue in annoyance, and the Inspector sighed. “I’d rather you didn’t feel the need for counsel, Oshiro-san, but constitutionally there is no issue.”

After that I was escorted to the same room I made a call from last night. Pulling out my wallet I retrieved a card I had been given in Las Vegas, and quickly dialled the number. I imagine this should work out. If not I’ll have to get a public defender which isn’t ideal…

After a few rings someone picked up on the other side, sounding a little wary. “Chase Midas Gold, Japan Tokyo Branch. Takahashi James. May I ask who is calling?” James, huh? Possibly a half, or maybe a name used to appeal more to Americans, as Chase is an American bank.

“Oh, good morning, Takahashi-san. My name is Oshiro Moonstone Akio. I was given your number by Ms Connors as someone to call if I had any issues.”

“Oh, Oshiro-san. Yes, Jennifer-san did indeed let me know about your enrolment in Midas Gold. Congratulations. I had been waiting for a call, so, what can I do for you?”

“Well, this is going to come across as strange… but…” I swallowed nervously, biting the bullet. “… do you have access to lawyers? Criminal kinds, for… well, support when being interviewed by the police? I could use one right now, and I’m of course willing to pay the fees and any measure for inconvenience.”

“Isn't this is quite the introductory call?” Takahashi-san answered after a pause. “We do of course keep all sorts of lawyers and solicitors on retainer. Are… are you in legal trouble, Oshiro-san?”

“I’m not under arrest, no, but unfortunately there was a surprising incident last night, which has led to the police having questions for me, as well as some doubts about my use of force in self-defence. My actions were entirely justified, but I’m sure you know how the Japanese legal system can be, Takahashi-san. I’m too busy to be detained any longer than I need to be.”

“I see. In that case I’ll put in a call and will have one sent over as soon as possible. Which station are you in?”

I exchanged details with Takahashi-san, glad that my gamble had paid off. After that, the Detective returned and escorted me back to an interview room. As he sat me down he asked me a question. “Are you sure you don’t want to go through what happened with us? It will save you a lot of money on fees. And if you are worried about trouble with your bosses, we can offer protection if you testify…”

“Nice try.” I cut him off. “All I’m going to say is I’m not involved with any criminal activity. We’ll take this up again when my lawyer arrives, all right?”

“You can’t blame me for trying, Oshiro-san. My offer still stands though.” With that Inspector Sato left me alone in the room, kicking my heels, nothing to do. It’s been a while since I’ve been lazing about alone. Somehow it makes me feel uncomfortable, wasting time. Since when did I become such a workaholic? Using the time wisely I started to use Ether Healing on my injuries, closing them up still further.

Around forty-five minutes later, the door opened, and the Officer from the morning was showing in a bald man who looked in his late forties, with a pair of expensive-looking black-rimmed shades that matched the colour of his elegant suit. In his hands was a briefcase, and everything about him just screamed high-class lawyer.

Looks like Midas Gold came through for me. I’ll have to thank Buck and Ms Connors properly one of these days…

“I would like some privacy before my client is interviewed.” The lawyer said, his voice deep and resonant. At his words the officer nodded, looking nervous.

“Of course. Ring the intercom when you are ready.”

“So, to business then.” The lawyer sat down opposite me as the door shut behind him.

“Yeah, that’d be great. I must say, you got here quicker than I expected.”

The lawyer looked a little puzzled at that, before placing down his briefcase on the table. “I should introduce myself. I am Omori Takanobu. I have been asked to come here by an interested party.”

Interested party? Is that a fancy way of saying Midas Gold? “Yeah, I appreciate this. I felt awkward calling in a favour from Midas Gold so soon after being accepted, but the situation is a little… special.”

There was a long silence, Omori-san pushing the glasses up his nose as he thought, before he spoke. “I feel there has been a misunderstanding. I have no connection to any financial institution. I am a lawyer working directly under Fujiwara house. When we received information that you were… a person of interest… shall we say, in a certain case, I was tasked to come here and offer my assistance.”

That threw me for a loop. Uh, who is interested in me? Still, it couldn’t be denied that I needed a lawyer, the police were not inclined to believe my story, and I couldn’t entirely say I blamed them.

“So, let me get this straight? Someone has been keeping track of me, and sent you to help me. Do I have it right?”

“Fujiwara-sama felt you would have trouble understanding. So I have prepared this.” He opened his briefcase and pulled out a photograph. It looked like a family shot, with grandfather, father, mother and two children. But the children… I’ve seen them before. At the restaurant when we celebrated our victory in the Trial of Three, and… Shaeula’s engagement. Hoping I wasn’t blushing, I nodded, before realising… No way. I was cagey, but we spoke to them a little about Boundary-related matters…

“I see you recognise them. Allow me to explain. Fukumoto Hinata-sama reported your meeting to her cousin in Takatsukasa house, while Fukumoto Hiroto-sama spoke directly to the head of the house. From there, information passed to Fujiwara-sama.”

Damn, I did want to make more allies, but I was also trying to be careful about the spread of information. Now more than ever I realise the danger of too much knowledge getting out. The last thing I want is more violence in the Material, there’s too great a chance of friends and family getting caught up in it…

“I can see you are displeased. Rest assured that however I came to be here and whoever I work for, I am still a professional.” He soothed me with his relaxing voice. “Everything we discuss will be strictly confidential, secure under professional privilege. Of course, I have also been asked to give you a message from Fujiwara-sama himself. If you have no objections?”

I shook my head. “Let’s hear it then.”

“Fujiwara-sama would like you to be aware he has knowledge of your circumstances, and the nature of the temples and shrines, and what they seek with their Conclave. He hopes that you would be prepared to meet with him to discuss issues of mutual benefit.”

That’s pretty vague, but mentioning temples and shrines specifically in terms of Conclave…

“I would also recommend that depending on what is discussed, you allow me to share some information with Fujiwara-sama, but of course, there is no obligation, and anything you wished to remain private would remain undisclosed. But rest assured, Fujiwara-sama is extremely influential and his support can ease many matters.”

I see. Damn, things are running out of control, but now Kondou is dealt with, apart from some last matters, I have time to steady the ship…

“Well, you should think about it.” Omori-san finished. “For now, why don’t you give me some details on your current issues, so I can advise you?”

I spent a little while filling in the lawyer on the yakuza attack. I could see I had surprised even a stoic professional such as him, as evidenced by the way he kept fiddling with his glasses. At the end of my talk he looked at me seriously.

“Just… how much of that story is true? It is rude of me to ask, and even if illegal activity has taken place, I have a job to do, but still…”

“It’s all true. I’m not involved with yakuza or criminal activity. I’m also not lying about handling the yakuza myself. I know it seems impossible, but I guess I could demonstrate some skills if I had to. As for the reason for the attack, I know that, but I really don’t wish to disclose it, as it would cause more trouble than it would solve. The perpetrator will be unveiled shortly anyway.”

“I see, and is this unnamed perpetrator involved in illegal activities? He must be, given yakuza involvement.”

“Yeah, if it is criminal and evil, he was doing it. Really, I should be getting a commendation for taking scum off the streets, not being hassled for excessive self-defence…” As I pouted, my lawyer nodded. “Indeed. So the key here is establishing that your actions were both proportionate and unavoidable. I suggest…”

[image: image-placeholder]


“Well, you seem to be more connected than I imagined.” Detective Sato said as he entered the interview room. He was followed in by two people I hadn’t yet seen, an older looking yet handsome man with piercing eyes, a scruffy beard and wearing a tired suit, and a woman, also in a suit, who looked much better groomed than the man. She was young, maybe a few years shy of me, but she looked tired and out-of-sorts, barely keeping in a series of yawns.

“And who would they be, Inspector?” my lawyer asked. “My client hasn’t agreed to additional questioning, after all he has not been charged, and is merely assisting, like the good, law-abiding citizen he is.”

“I’m Detective Kato Reiji. This is Officer Usui, my current assistant. Some… similarities between this case and some I’ve been looking into were flagged up. Hence why we are here.”

“And hence why I was dragged out of bed after a night-shift…” the woman, Officer Usui, muttered.

Similarities? To what? I haven’t… unless, it couldn't be that time, could it?

“Surely we should first deal with the matter at hand. My client defended himself against criminal, armed invaders who were aiming to harm him, his girlfriend and innocent residents. I would be expecting a commendation from civic authorities for his valour in keeping our streets safe, not questioning and distrust. This is most disappointing.” my lawyer opined.

Yeah, that’s pretty much what I said yesterday, but when he says it with that look and tone, it’s far more convincing. Really, I have all this Charm and Majesty, but I don’t think I’m using it right.

“Be serious.” The Inspector sighed. “It was very nearly a murder investigation. Two of the yakuza are still in induced comas, and while doctors say the worst is over and they should survive, though they may have lingering damage, the scale of the punishment dished out to them makes it a miracle they haven’t died.”

“A tragedy, I’m sure.” The lawyer said, insincerely. “But that doesn’t change the facts. Guns, swords, cleavers, knives, bats… these weapons were brought to kill. Perhaps my client could have done better, with his great talents, which he has consented to demonstrating, should it prove necessary, but in that situation, waking up with people breaking into his home, with his girlfriend asleep beside him… there was no nearby law enforcement, nowhere to run safely… in those circumstances, who can fault him for making sure she and the fellow residents of the shrine escaped unharmed? I suspect if we check the arrest records for those gang members, crimes against women would have been listed, no? Imagine if it was your wife, your daughters. Would you be complaining over his means, or shaking his hand, sobbing, thanking him gratefully?”

Yeah, shit, he’s good. He’s not talked about the bill, but if I have to pay, I bet it’s high…

“Well… I’ll be honest, I’ve been training my skills for combat sports for a while, but I’ve never been in any real bouts.” I tried to look sorry, it was hard as those scum deserved what they got, though I was relieved that none had actually died. “And at the thought of bad things happening to my girlfriend I panicked a bit, so I hit them harder than I probably should have… still, they were armed. If they were just going against me man-to-man, I reckon I could have stopped them much less violently. But tell me, Officer. I know guns are uncommon in Japan, but I counted four, one an automatic weapon! If you ran into the same on the streets, to protect civilians would you be gentle, or would you use whatever force was necessary?”

Officer Usui let out a snort of amusement, and the Detective nodded, conceding the point.

“But Oshiro-san here isn’t an Officer of the law or the military, he has no legal right to…”

“And there was no way or time to call the police. Yakuza were already inside, with clearly dangerous intentions. While the law frowns on civilians taking the law into their own hands, and even more so on violent defence, it is legal to use even lethal force when oneself or others are in clear and present lethal danger themselves. In this case, I believe you would find it hard to prove that my client was not in such danger.”

“If the story we were presented with is accurate, which quite frankly, seems utterly impossible.” The Inspector scoffed. “One man, taking out all those armed yakuza?”

“Like I said, I don’t mind a sparring bout against a half-dozen of your finest. I was never sporty as a kid, I used to hate it, but ever since I got into combat sports I found I had a real hidden talent for it.” I lied easily, not feeling guilty. Come on, my lawyer is killing it here! Drop the crap and let me go home. If I have to spar, I can keep it to just barely above human and get away with it I imagine, though I don’t want to unless I have no other choice…

“That is hardly necessary, though I believe you should note how far my client is prepared to cooperate. Do you have any actual evidence that my client or the other residents have not been truthful?”

At that, the three were silent, and Detective Kato broke in. “I think we should take a break. Don’t you all agree? Besides, it seems like someone else is here.”

The door opened, and this morning’s officer led in another lawyer, this one a bit younger, in his thirties, with gelled-back hair and a charcoal suit paired with a loud shirt. “Err, his lawyer is here, but it seems he already has one…”

“I’m from Midas Gold…” the newcomer said, looking puzzled. “Oshiro-san I assume? Who is this?”

“I am from Fujiwara house, Omori Takanobu. It seems there has been some confusion, but you are welcome to join me on this counsel.”

“Takanobu-sama?” the newcomer looked shocked. “It’s an honour.”

“Clear the room please, and give us half an hour to bring … what was your name again?”

“Nomura Zenkichi.” The star-struck lawyer answered.

“Well, Zenkichi-san, let us fill you in, once our esteemed Officers give us the room…”
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“That does seem unbelievable.” Nomura-san said, eyeing me. “Still, it all seems well in hand. Looks like I’ve made some easy money.” He laughed a little.

“Speaking of, being as you are attached to a bank, do you do contract law, transfer of assets and similar matters?” I asked, taking this opportunity to prepare for the next issue. “I could use someone like that once I’m free from this.”

“Well, I’m more criminal law, but there’s a junior in my firm that can handle it. She’s competent.”

“Great, I’d like to request her then. I’ll pay all relevant fees and costs for such short notice. I need someone I can trust and confidentiality on this.”

“It’s nothing… illegal… is it?” Nomura-san asked, and I laughed that off.

“No, it’ll be above board, but I need it watertight and free from issues. For that I’m prepared to pay.” Not with my money though…

“It seems we should be done soon, unless they have some evidence worth holding you over.” Omori-san mused. “So we may as well get this over with.”

As we all agreed, the police came back in. This time they had a DVD with them, which they slotted into the monitor in the room.

“I’d be very interested to see what you thought of this, Oshiro-san.” Detective Kato said, eyeing me seriously. “The picture quality gets a bit bad, but even so…”

The monitor displayed a scene I recognised, the building site at Shirohebizumi shrine. It was dark and a bit hard to see, but it was clearly a gang of people starting fires amidst the machinery and building supplies. Soon flames had sprouted, and smoke was spreading.

“The next bit is interesting.” the Detective promised, and I had an idea of what it would show. As the smoke thickened, a shadow darted into shot, inhumanely fast. It was hard to see clearly, but it was me. I quickly subdued the yakuza violently, even smashing one’s head in with their own metal barrel, before racing out of the image. The replay was then shut off.

“We managed to extract this footage.” Detective Kato was taking the lead now. “Seems like there is something wrong with the camera, the playback seems a bit sped up, but even so, what do you know? One man taking down a mob of yakuza. It seems impossible, but the truth is there in black and white, well, mostly black, but still…”

It isn’t as bad as it could have been. Though if they analyse the video properly they’ll see that it isn’t sped up, as everything else is moving at normal speed…

“My client did tell you he was skilled.” Omori-san interjected. “And I see no evidence he did more than subdue them, even if his blows were powerful. I think your footage helps prove his words are nothing but the truth.” Beside him Nomura-san chimed in his agreement.

“Maybe so. I think the Inspector is going to have to let this one drop. I can’t say I’m too sorry to see yakuza off the streets, though the taxpayers having to foot all their hospital bills… nasty. Still…” Officer Usui chimed in after yawning as if she hadn't had much sleep. She looked at me then, as if she knew I was hiding something. “There were a few injuries that looked very strange. One poor bastard had all his fingers sliced off. Didn’t look like a blade, either…”

“Well, I had to turn their own weapons on them a few times. I can’t say how every injury was caused.”

“Is that so, is that so?” she mused, insincerely, I thought, and Detective Kato took over.

“As my Officer said, it’s just… that shrine is very close to another area, where a similar, if much smaller incident happened. A girl was harassed by some street punks. And there were similar unexplained injuries there. Now, I’m not too sad for the perpetrators, they confessed to harassing women and worse, even if the confession was strange. But the thing is, the law is the law. Vigilantism leads to nothing good. So, Oshiro-san, do you happen to have anything to say about such an incident?”

Shit, I knew it would come back to me in the end. Time for my Majesty and Charm to start doing something for me…

“You don’t need to answer that.” Omori-san advised, but I waved him away regally, trying to maintain a position of charming authority.

“No, I don’t mind helping out our police. Helping out. I agree, we need law and order. However, the law can’t always protect us, can it? If I hadn’t been home, or was a deeper sleeper, you’d be running a murder enquiry now, with children and young women as victims. I don’t believe that any man can stand by idly when people in front of them are in danger, especially women or children. I have a sister I treasure, and a girlfriend too…” well, two… “… and I would hope that if they were in danger and someone walked by, they would do what is right. Those that commit criminal acts are risking punishment, and while it should definitely not be excessive, and fit to the crime, risking the safety of innocents just to make sure a criminal doesn’t suffer unnecessarily is utter idiocy. Those who need our protection should always come first.”

“Oh, so cool!” Officer Usui gasped despite herself, her face red, and everyone around me looked impressed, my words imperious. Still, the Detective shook it off after a minute. “So, is that a confession?”

“Of course not.” I scoffed. “I’m just saying that if I saw a girl in danger, and I wasn’t able to guarantee she’d be safe if I looked for law enforcement, I’d step in, like any self-respecting person with the power to save them should. Is that it?”

“My client isn’t under arrest, or suspected of any criminal activities. This speculative fishing is uncalled for.” Omori-san broke into the stunned silence, my presence, which was momentarily overwhelming, fading away. “Unless you intend to charge Oshiro-san with excessive self-defence, which would be very hard to justify in light of the testimony and even the footage we have seen, I suggest we wrap this up.”

“Just a few more things.” Detective Kato stopped us. “I’m curious if you know anything about these.” He produced three photographs of strange murder victims. “The third one happened only the other day. They have very… interesting… wound patterns, unexplainable, really. I just find them intriguingly similar to the injuries in your incidents… sorry, incident, I forgot the other was nothing to do with you.”

Yeah, you don’t believe that. Still, I knew what they probably were. Boundary deaths. They were probably failed candidates to be Astral Emperors. I couldn’t share that information, so I was honest and said I’d never seen them before.

“I see. And what about these? Missing persons are up in Tokyo significantly over the last month. Suicides too.” He showed me a dozen more photographs, and I skimmed through them until…

Ugh, this one looks like Haru-san…

“So, you recognise her?” he asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah, I’m pretty certain I’ve seen her around somewhere. I can’t remember when though… she’s decently pretty, so I remember her face.”

“Pig…” Officer Usui mouthed. I know she’s tired, but she’s… not very professional…

“Is that it? I see.” Kato sighed. After I had scanned the rest of the photographs, not seeing anything else, he put them away. “Well, this was interesting, if not as productive as I had hoped. Still, if you remember anything, or would like to get some things off your chest, call me. Night or day.” He handed me a card with his details which I took. “Oh, one last question. You are rebuilding the shrine lands, so you claim? That must be costing a pretty penny. Inspector Sato pulled your files, and your family isn’t rich, and neither should you be. Where did the money come from?”

“I can field that one.” Nomura-san smiled. “Oshiro-san’s money is from a known, clean source, and has been taxed at a proper rate. There is no criminal involvement whatsoever, but the details are confidential, of course. Still, rest assured, if it ever came to any sort of attestation in court, we would be able to make it irrefutably.”

“I see. Well then, I’m done. Thanks for your time, Inspector. Come on, Officer Usui. We have more work to do.” As the two left, the woman grumbling, Inspector Sato had no choice but to let me go too, although he warned me I may be needed for further help if they found new evidence, and they would be looking.

“Thankfully, that was successful. A job well done. it’s been an honour to work with such a distinguished lawyer, Takanobu-sama.” Nomura-san gushed happily.

“Think nothing of it.” he answered professionally, as if he had worked such cases dozens of times before.

“So, I’ll give you a call, probably this evening, if that’s all right?” I asked Nomura-san and he agreed to arrange his junior for the contract work. His eyes betrayed his curiosity at what I wanted done, but he was too professional to ask. After he said his goodbyes and left, I was alone with the lawyer from Fujiwara house.

“So, that video. I noticed it did not appear to be sped up. You were moving at a clearly faster rate than everyone else. The police must have noticed it too, but it isn’t a crime to be fast, even if it seemed improbable. I doubt you have left their radar though. Expect them to be digging into you and watching your every move from now on.”

Yeah, and I don’t want that, not at all…

“So if I may suggest…” He handed me an invitation. “Fujiwara-sama is holding a gathering of the upper class on Saturday. I suggest you attend. Fujiwara-sama’s support would be more than capable of making any issues such as this disappear. Now, if you will excuse me…”

As he left I looked down at the invitation. Getting involved with powerful people has a lot of risks, but not having friends in high places has them too…


Side Forty-Five – Izumi Kana


The minute homeroom was over, her friends rushed over to her desk, concern writ on their faces. Mio-chan and Asami-chan were followed over by several other girls, their curiosity plain to see.

“So, are you all right, Kana-chan?” Mio-chan asked. “There was a fire up on the hill near your shrine last night, right? There were fire engines and everything…”

“Yeah, I hope it wasn’t your shrine.” Asami-chan chimed in. “It would be horrible if your home burnt down. There’s too much bad luck going around the shrines at the moment.” Her glance went to the empty seat where Kikuchi-san usually sat. She’s still not back. I keep my ears open at home, so I’ve heard Akio-kun discussing it… it looks like something bad happened at her shrine, just like it nearly did to ours… She shivered then, memories of last night coming back to her, making her feel sick. Sweat was beading her brow, and the dark rings under her eyes couldn’t fully be covered by makeup. I must look awful. I hate that. I’ve always got to be pretty. After all, if I’m not beautiful, what worth do I have?

She couldn’t help dwelling on what Shaeula and Mori-san had said to her. It’s annoying. I don’t need them to tell me what to do… Forcing a smile as close to her usual as she could manage, she reassured her friends. “Yeah, it wasn’t our shrine that caught fire, just the new construction site. There was some damage, but big bro will pay for it…”

“Still calling him big bro, huh?” Mio-chan leaned in, grinning. “You’ve mentioned him before, haven't you? He’s investing a lot in your shrine. Maybe he likes you. It wouldn’t be the first time that an older guy gets in with the parents of a girl, flashes the cash and then suggests an engagement to tie the families together. It’s kind of romantic, I think. What do you say, Asami-chan?”

“Well, older men do really like you, Kana-chan.” Asami-chan giggled, relieved that the fire hadn’t caused too much damage. “So maybe she’s right. Do you think it could be that? I can’t imagine you getting married so soon. But more importantly, you said he was rich, and I remember he was pretty hot in the photo you showed us. Is he into you? I can’t blame him if he is.”

“A photo? Cool, I want to see!” a classmate said, and several others who Kana had scarce dealings with had echoed her.

This line of questioning is annoying. I can’t believe I slipped and called him big bro at school… but is he hot? The figure of Akio-kun as he stormed in to save them, blood leaking from many wounds, the sheer fury he displayed at the yakuza who were trying to hurt her… at that moment, when I’d abandoned all hope… damn, I knew I shouldn’t have come to school today, I think I’m coming down with a fever.

She had wanted to skip the day entirely, and it would have been justified after the horrible experience she had been through, but Marika-chan, the serious little cutie, despite being even more scared and shaken up, she had insisted on attending her new school. So what could I do? I’d have looked really lame not going when Marika-chan managed…

“She’s clammed up. Really suspicious!” Mio-chan smirked.

“And look how red she is! I bet she’s thinking about this big bro right now! Maybe there is something going on after all, right, right? Denials are sus-pic-ious!”

Asami-chan was nodding annoyingly, and it snapped Kana out of her thoughts. Rubbing at her face she snapped. “I’m not blushing. I’m not! It was a very stressful experience last night, so maybe I’m just feeling a bit sick. I think I should go to the nurse's office…”

“Before that, you didn’t answer my question.” Asami-chan continued. “So, is he into you? I’m curious. He bought you that hairclip too, if I remember right. It’s a bit… forward… for just a souvenir if you ask me.”

Of course you remember. Stop trying to fish for information. Still… “Big bro… err, Akio-kun, he is handsome and strong. But…” The way he beat down those yakuza who were lusting over me. I only wish he’d have hurt them more…

“Oh, first name basis, huh?” one other girl said, and a ripple of laughter spread around the classroom. Now only the shiest or most disinterested girls weren’t crowded around her desk.

“It doesn’t matter.” Kana replied acerbically. Somehow this line of questioning is super annoying. “He has a fiancée anyway. In fact, he has two! So what you are imagining won’t happen, okay!” Just thinking about Mori-san pisses me off. And when I think of Shaeula… I do like her, but… I get a prickly feeling in my chest. I don’t like it. I’m Izumi Kana, most beautiful girl in school and this whole suburb! I’m not jealous of her, not at all!

“No way, two fiancées? You must be lying.” A girl snorted. “This isn’t the pre-war era with concubines. If you don’t want to be honest I think it’s definitely suspicious. Maybe there is something going on. To think Izumi-san would fall for a man…”

It isn’t like that! It isn’t! I want a guy who can dedicate everything to me and me alone. I will admit, he is pretty cool though. Shaeula and Mori-san will never be short of money, and if anyone threatened them… She felt her face going hot again, imagining Akio-kun defeating hordes of thugs who offended his girls…

“She’s turning bright red again, how adorable.” yet another girl snickered.

I am not! Seriously, I am supposed to be the one making the jokes, not the butt of them! “Ugh, fine. Here.” She pulled out her phone and scrolled through her pictures, finding one that had Akio-kun, Shaeula and Mori-san all in shot. Shaeula sends so many photographs. Luckily she took some at that restaurant the other night.

“Here. I’ll put this to rest. Those two are his fiancées. So he isn’t interested in me.”

“Seriously, they are gorgeous…” Mio-chan whistled. “And two of them, just like you said…”

“But… how can he get away with that? It’s obvious they both know about each other. I don’t get it…” Asami-chan was puzzled.

“It’s… complicated.” Kana muttered sourly. “But both of them are good friends and head-over-heels for Akio-kun, so… they came to an agreement to share him. How they’ll work out which is the legal wife isn’t any of my business. I hope it’s Shaeula though…” she whispered quietly at the end.

“Wait, doesn’t that mean this guy is polygamous?” one girl piped up. “So Izumi-san, him having two fiancées, maybe he thinks you’ll be his third?”

Ugh, I wouldn’t be surprised if he does end up with more women, Shaeula is really pushy that way, and it would serve Mori-san right, but… no, I’m not considering it. I’ve always had my own dream relationship plan…

“This is all very well.” One of the reticent girls spoke up from her desk. “I get why you might find this kind of talk fun, but… I heard that the police were all over Shirohebizumi shrine last night, and ambulances were pulling away non-stop…”

“Yeah, I heard that too, but I thought it was just rumours about the fire getting out of hand?” Another girl piped up.

Ugh, I don’t want to think about last night again. “I don’t know what you heard but… yeah, there was some trouble. A gang of yakuza were the ones that set the fires. It got a bit scary…” Kana was trembling a little, causing her two friends to hold her hands.

“I’m so glad you are all right.” Mio-chan said, and Asami-chan nodded, offering words of comfort.

“If you don’t want to talk about it…”

“It’s fine. Might as well clear the rumours up.” Kana came up with a convincing story. “I think they might have got wind of the land deal and were trying to pressure my parents to sell up to them. Tokyo land is worth a ton, even as far out as this, right?”

“Makes sense.” one girl agreed. “I’ve seen TV shows where yakuza do similar stuff. So, how did you get out of it?”

“Big bro… he… well he saved us. There was a mob of them that broke into the shrine. They hit my parents, and…”

“Oh my God, are they all right?” Asami-chan asked, worried, and Kana nodded.

“Yeah, just bruises and a bit shaken up. Still, being beautiful… is a curse.” She swallowed, unwilling to remember the moment when she had thought her future was to be a toy of the yakuza, all her dreams smashed to dust. Still, amidst the gloom and trauma was the bright spark that at least she had stood up for Marika-chan. Maybe… maybe I can be a little proud of that.

“Surely they didn’t… no way…” Horror was in the eyes of her friends so she gripped their hands tight, shaking her head furiously, a small, weak smile on her face.

“No, though they wanted to. They said they’d hurt my parents unless… unless I agreed to be their woman.” She shuddered. “What could I do? There was a whole gang of them, and they had bats, and knives…” Best not mention the gun.

“So, how did you get out of that?” one girl asked, eyes bright. Kana found it a bit annoying she was excited over her pain, but put that aside.

“Big bro… he burst in like some sort of superhero…” I can’t get that image out of my mind.

The door to the shrine exploded inwards, ripped off its hinges, and big bro surged in, immediately pouncing on the yakuza, heavy blows beating them down mercilessly. He looked awful, half-dead, blood streaming down his face, leaking from bullet-wounds, knife-holes and more but all I could see was his smile, telling me everything was going to be all right, and his words, just what I wanted to hear.... “Just hold on a second. I’ll handle this.”

For a moment she relieved the memory, heart jumping, before she pushed it down. It’s just the suspension bridge effect. We studied it in class. In terrible situations, one can mistake fear for love. That’s all it is. I’m grateful, but seriously, the whole thing was pretty much his fault to begin with… although, that isn’t fair… he took injuries for us, for me…

“No way, this Akio-kun fought off the yakuza?” Mio-chan was enchanted by the tale, sounding like something out of a manga.

“Fought off? No, he pulverised them. He got really pissed off when he saw I was in danger.” Might as well get a brag in to raise my status, I’ve let my mask slip a bit too much today. “He knocked them all out, one by one. He had to go to the police station to answer a few questions though. He did beat them pretty badly…”

“That is such a romantic story.” Asami-chan clutched her own reddening cheeks. “A hero riding to your rescue in your hour of need. That stuff just doesn’t happen in real life!”

“Living through it, it wasn’t as fun or romantic as you make out. It was horrible, so terrifying. Still, it’s over now.” Kana let out a sigh, trying to calm her nerves.

“In that case…” Mio-chan and Asami-chan exchanged meaningful glances. “… there’s no choice. We are coming to visit soon, Kana-chan. We have to see this guy who has captured your heart with our own eyes. If he’s just a womaniser we’ll set him straight!”

“That’s right! We need to check he’s good enough for you, Kana-chan!”

In shock, Kana's eyes opened wide with surprise. How the hell did anything I say give you the idea I have the hots for Akio-kun? I’m sure I said I wasn’t interested and he already had two girls…
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Well, my day was quite the trial. Kana dragged her feel listlessly up the path towards the shrine, having been hounded all day by the girls in her class, wanting more details about the yakuza attack and Akio-kun. Over lunch they had found internet articles on it already, including a statement from the police. When the numbers involved were mentioned, the situation had become even more chaotic.

I had to promise to let my friends come over on Sunday. I don’t really want them meeting Akio-kun though… what do I do?

“Oh, good evening, Izumi-chan.” She looked up to see that Akio-kun’s secretary, Watanabe-san was there, dressed in her usual shirt, skirt and jacket, looking exhausted. I guess there was trouble caused for you as well… “I was shocked to hear about last night.” she continued, her expression sympathetic. “It must have been horrible. If you need to talk about anything, I’m here for you. Sometimes someone who isn’t family is easier to talk to.”

“I appreciate it, Watanabe-san. But… luckily I was saved before anything bad could happen.”

“Just call me Karen, okay? I do work on your property, so it seems so silly being formal.”

“Call me Kana then, Karen-san.” she replied, earning a smile. “And if you need to talk about anything, like how hard your job is… feel free!”

“Yeah, when I got a text in the middle of the night saying I would need to draw out funds to replace materials and machinery damaged during an arson attack… I wasn’t sure if it was a joke to start with.” Karen-san admitted. “Luckily the damage wasn’t too extensive, and while the machines are being repaired we could easily borrow some more. It won’t set our deadlines back by much more than a day or so. Still, to think it was a yakuza attack. Crazy…”

I spent a little while talking to Karen-san, before she mentioned she had a text from Akio-kun and was due to meet him later tonight for some important overtime.

“So, he’s out of prison then?” I asked, and Karen-san laughed.

“He was never in prison, just helping the police. But yes, he’s out, and making more work for me. At least he’s treating me to dinner, so I guess it’s not all bad.”

“Just watch yourself, okay.” I joked, relieved that big bro wasn’t in trouble. “He’s got a bad habit of going for pretty women.”

At that she looked confused. “He has a fiancée though, right? Mori Eri-san, I believe? His childhood friend.”

She doesn’t know about Shaeula then? Interesting… Feeling the urge to get some payback, Kana slyly prodded at her. “Yes, that’s true. But… why not ask Shaeula about her new ring, you might have seen it. She might tell you an interesting story.”

After that they parted, and she was feeling better, having pulled a small prank on big bro.

Once inside the shrine, she noticed that the damage had been repaired, no doubt a rush job sorted out by Karen-san. “I’m home!” she called, and Marika-chan came out to greet her, her red backpack still over her shoulders.

“Oh, Izumi-san, welcome home!” Marika-chan bowed properly, causing Kana to pout, annoyed.

“I told you to call me Kana. After all, aren’t we close now? Especially after last night?” At that her voice softened. “And how are you holding up? You didn’t have to go to school today, no-one would have blamed you.”

“I am fine.” Marika-chan promised, though she still looked pale. “I should not miss school, after all, I am new there. I promised mother, father and grandfather I would do my best here, for myself and for the glory of Chairo-sama, the Kami of our shrine.”

“You really are a very polite speaker. So old-fashioned. It’s cute, I guess…” Kana allowed. “Anyway, if you want to talk about it…” She echoed the offer Karen-san had given her. “… I’m here for you.”

“No… no.” She shook her head. “It was awful, but Akio-sama proved able to defend us, even from such terrible troubles. I am reassured.”

Yeah, you may say that, and even think that, but I can see the little trembles that show you are still not over it. “Well, it’s a bit early for dinner yet. I know, why don’t we go and play with Shaeula? She should be out the back, right?”

Before Marika-chan could protest, Kana grabbed her hand and led her to the building her big bro and Shaeula had moved into. It had also been repaired during the course of the day, causing her to sigh at the amount of money they were wasting. I wish they’d spend it on me… But I can definitely understand wanting to erase any traces of what happened last night…

“Hey, Shaeula, are you here?” she called, and moments later an answer came from the back.

“Kana, is that you? I am indeed here. I thought I would take-take a break after a hard night.”

Hard? You weren’t even awake for the yakuza. Taking off her shoes, Marika-chan following suit, they went inside, to Shaeula’s room, to find her playing video games on her television, while a laptop was open, and she was using it with her other hand. Wait, is that…?

“I thought gambling was illegal? Plus isn’t it a waste of money?” Kana asked, curious.

Shaeula shrugged, eyes still on her game as she played one-handed. “It is of little moment. We harm none-none using this… a VPN, I believe Akio called it? As for a waste…” she smirked. “Feel free-free to watch.”

She was running six different sites at once, all under big bro’s name, and her winning ratio… uh, she must be cheating somehow. That really can’t be legal. She wins most spins… Seeing money piling up in all six accounts, Kana sat down on the bed, envious of her winnings. Beside her Marika-chan perched on a chair, silently.

“I am very-very lucky indeed.” Shaeula crowed. “And I have earned some relaxation, my battles last night were quite-quite the ordeal.” Her amber gaze turned serious. “Kana, Marika. My apologies I was not-not there to protect you. Still, Akio will crush any that threaten those he loves. So fear not-not, this will not-not happen again.”

Loves? That’s a bold way of putting it… no, she’s just being Shaeula. I should put her nonsense aside.

“Rest assured, we have punished the miscreant who sent-sent those thugs to menace you. He will be unable to threaten us any further.”

“You have?” Marika-chan asked suddenly. “But how?”

“It was a rival, one who seeks-seeks to destroy all who would take ownership of the Boundary, the spiritual realm. Last night we ventured to his domain, and we dealt-dealt him a crushing blow.” She sighed, somewhat apologetic. “Even had we not-not been here, eventually trouble would have found you, just-just as it did Hisuikomushi shrine.”

That’s Kikuchi-san’s place. I had heard a little of their talk about trouble there… “So, I have a classmate who is a shrine maiden at Hisuikomushi, her father was in a coma and she hasn’t been coming to school.” Kana asked, not sure if she wanted to know the answer.

Marika-chan was extremely interested in these shrine matters, her eyes gleaming with curiosity. She waited for Shaeula’s response.

“Indeed-indeed, we rescued her father from the slavery he had been subjected to by the fiend who opposed us and sent-sent those rough fellows. Alas, he has disappeared since. Most-most ungrateful, he should repay the grace Akio has shown him.” At that Shaeula let out a little exclamation. “Kana, do you think you could find-find a way to contact his daughter, your classmate? At the least, the priest should-should return the favour he has been given.”

I’m not close to Kikuchi-san, her ‘woe-is-me’ routine is so annoying. But… I could ask some of our classmates, one must have her phone number, right? “Yeah, I can maybe get in touch with her tomorrow.”

“Excellent.” Shaeula approved. “In any case, since you are here, would you care-care to play, or watch some anime? I can find some-some treats as well.”

Why are we here? I came to cheer up Marika-chan, take her mind off the events of last night, but… “Actually, there was one thing. Shaeula, if you were in my position last night, attacked by thugs, what would you have done?”

“I would-would have taught them the error of their ways, that a princess of the Seelie Court should not-not be trifled with.”

“I thought so. What about Mori-san?”

Shaeula raised one eyebrow in surprise, before bursting out into cackling laughter. “I see, I see. So it is like that, is it indeed-indeed?”

I think you seem to be misunderstanding something. I just don’t want her looking down on me anymore, and I don’t want to feel so scared again, so helpless…

“Eri… well, she would struggle still, yet she trains fiercely. Even though Akio wishes to coddle her, she is training alone back-back in Nishimorioka. Perhaps when next-next you see her, a few thugs shall be nothing to her at all.”

I thought so. “Shaeula, can I ask a favour?”

“Of course, you are my friend, Kana.” Shaeula agreed.

“Please, I want to start spiritual training now! I don’t want to wait for everyone else. I want… I want the power to protect myself and my family.” I get what big bro said, back when we first met. There are evil people around, and if they have power… only power counters power. It’ll be hard work, which I hate, but…

Her mind went back to the yakuza leering at her, and the feeling of helplessness and acceptance as she thought she was being taken away to be their plaything. “I don’t want to be scared anymore. And I’m not ungrateful. I don’t really know what you mean by taking out this rival in the spiritual realm, but I can help you. I have a gift, remember, a bloodline full of talent. I can be as good as Mori-san, no, better!”

Before Shaeula could answer, Marika-chan bowed low. “Please, I would like to learn too. I have come to Tokyo to aid you both, as support from Chairo-sama. If it is an inconvenience then I apologise and will wait, but… I agree with Kana-san, I do not wish to be frightened either. I believe in Akio-sama, and you yourself, Shaeula-sama. But even so…” She trailed off, too young to fully articulate what she wished.

“I have told you to drop-drop the -sama I believe. It does not-not please me. Still…” Shaeula saved her game, did her last spins on roulette and closed everything down. “… I do applaud your resolve. Become finer females, and you might just-just be worthy of Akio’s regard. I have some time until I am due-due to meet Akio later, to finalise our triumph. Until then, I can-can assist you both.” She paused. “Be warned though, there may be some pain involved.”

I hate pain even more than hard work. But… my mind is made up. Still, I’m not doing it to get his regard, whatever that is… I’m doing it for me!

“I shall endure it.” Marika-chan promised, her small face resolute, which was adorable. Kana pulled her into a hug, surprising her.

“Don’t worry, I’m sure Shaeula will keep it as kind as she can, right? So, we might as well get started…” Swallowing down her fears, she watched as Shaeula’s eyes began to glow fiercely, amber light illuminating the room…


One Hundred And Sixty-Three


“So, I’ve only been working for you a week, and I’m already doing overtime. I’m so disappointed, Akio-kun.” Karen-chan took the sting out of her words with a wry smile, but I did still feel a little guilty.

“Well, I did say that occasional rush jobs would come up, and this one is a real emergency.” I apologised. “Still, I think you’ll be satisfied with the bonus you are getting after this.”

Beside me Shaeula snickered nastily, knowing just what my plan was. “Indeed. I believe you will be more-more than happy to spend your evening with us. Besides, the alcohol and food shall be paid for by Akio!”

“I’m curious just what we’ll be doing. It’s been a wild ride so far, what with arson attacks in the night. I’m not sure how you can top that. I’ll be honest, I’m a little unnerved, but at least my new job isn’t ever dull!”

“Don’t worry.” I reassured her as we entered the rather nice Law Firm that we had arranged to meet at, the one that the lawyer from Midas Gold, Nomura-san, had put us in touch with. “I don’t anticipate any more mob violence. I value the safety of my employees.”

“Get a load of this smooth talker.” Karen-chan whispered theatrically to Shaeula. “He values my safety. I’m touched! Never has a boss said that to me before.”

“Yeah, laugh at me if you want.” I sighed. “Anyway… as for what we are doing, I guess the best way to describe it would be totally legal and above-board extortion.” At the front desk I spoke to the receptionist, and was quickly directed to a conference room.

“Legal extortion? That’s an oxymoron.” Karen-chan protested. “And I know I’m your secretary, but am I really needed for that?”

“I can assure you it’s all entirely within the law. Besides, you told me your degree was in Finance and Asset Management, right? That would be a perfect fit for this. Looks like you could be due a pay rise already, you can’t complain about promotion prospects here.” I reassured her.

“I’m… You know, I’ve not done much work in that field for years, I’m very rusty.” Karen-chan admitted, but there was a gleam of interest in her eyes now.

“If it comes down to it, we can always hire more staff. Anyway, we are here.” I swung the doors open, revealing two groups of people sat around a conference table on opposite sides. I recognised Nomura-san, and was a little surprised to see him here, as he was in criminal law, but beside him was a younger woman. She was a bit plain-looking, with bobbed black hair and horn-rimmed silver glasses, but she had an air of confidence about her. I guess this might be the contract law specialist I asked for.

In contrast to the calm demeanours of those two, the other group was looking flustered. There were four people there, and one was Kondou Kazuo. On seeing us his expression twisted into one of utter hatred, which caused Karen-chan to flinch back, suddenly scared.

“It will be fine-fine.” Shaeula reassured her, patting her back gently. “A beaten dog can do nothing but bark-bark.” She turned to him, and the room was filled with a strange feeling of moving air. “Stop scowling so. You are upsetting Karen. Speak to us only when spoken to, and do not-not talk back to us.”

She’s using more befuddling winds…

As Kondou smoothed out his face, unable to retort due to the power Shaeula had over him, I could see his fists clench. He looked awful still, one eye sewn shut, and he was sitting stiffly, probably recovering from the injury I had inflicted upon him. It’s hard to care though. Just so long as he lives long enough that his victims get justice, that would satisfy me.

“Kazuo-san, you shouldn’t be here, I don’t know how you got so injured, but you need to be in hospital…” the man next to him was saying, a balding fellow who was lean and dressed well. “No business can be so important you’d risk your health for.” In front of him was a large briefcase.

Beside him, his lawyer agreed. “This is all most irregular. Calling us all out of the blue and arranging a meeting with these strangers… you would not even disclose for what. I have great respect for your firm…” Kondou’s lawyer looked over at Nomura-san and his colleague. “… but even so, you have told me nothing of what we are here for. I’ve brought all the documents, but… this is unprecedented.”

“I would love to tell you.” The female lawyer said, looking at us a touch peevishly, peering over her glasses, reminding me a little of Ms Connors. “However, all I know is Nomura-san asked me to be here.”

The last person on Kondou’s side looked extremely out of place, a man in his sixties, wearing casual clothing. His eyes were darting around restlessly, and I worried he was going to pass out he was breathing so quickly. Behind me, Karen-chan was also looking nervous again, clearly overawed by the exalted company.

“Well, to business then. I thank you all for coming.” I sat down next to the female lawyer, while Shaeula sat across from Kondou, Karen-chan next to her. “Introductions first, as I don’t think we all know each other.” I smiled brightly, concentrating on maximising my Charm and Majesty. Karen-chan was blushing a little and Shaeula looked entranced, before shaking her head to clear her mind, but even then her cheeks looked a little pink.

“I’m Oshiro Akio. This is my partner Shaeula, and my secretary and asset specialist, Watanabe Karen.” I turned to my lawyers, and Nomura-san was first to speak.

“I’m Nomura Zenkichi, under contract with Chase Midas Gold. I met Oshiro-san earlier today in quite the strange circumstances, and agreed to bring in a specialist contract lawyer for him. As to why I’m here… I confess to being extremely curious. I hope you can forgive my unprofessional presence, but… well, it has been quite the intriguing day, right Oshiro-san?”

I get that. There were too many strange things he witnessed at the police station. Then I made a request of him, no wonder he was curious.

“I am Ito Gina, I was requested by Nomura-san for this short-notice and out-of-hours meeting.” She was definitely feeling a bit put out, but hopefully money would soothe her mood. “I could not turn down the request of Nomura-san, nor of Chase Midas Gold, but I would have liked some notice about my role here.”

“Sorry about that. It is a sudden, unexpected issue that needs finalising to a watertight standard tonight. This matter only cropped up last night, and I’ve been… indisposed, so… yeah, my apologies, everyone will be compensated appropriately for the inconvenience.”

At my words Nomura-san looked thoughtful. He knows I was in a cell last night. Despite that, he won’t say anything.

After we had introduced ourselves, up next was Kondou’s group. He was looking at us hatefully, but due to Shaeula, he was forced to keep his facial expression neutral. At Shaeula’s nod, he was compelled to introduce himself.

“I am Kondou Kazuo. I own the Kondou Hotel Chain, six locations… two here in Tokyo, as well as one in Osaka, Sendai, Sapporo and Nagoya.”

“I am Kondou-san’s lawyer, Morimura Goro. This was a most unanticipated turn of events. I hope all will be made clear soon, so my client can get the medical attention he so desperately needs. I trust we are all in agreement with this?”

“I’m his accountant, Sato Naganori. I’ve brought all the requested files and documents, but… I’d like to know just what is going on. Whatever it is, it can’t be worth the risk to Kazuo-san’s health. Seeing him like this breaks my heart.”

Sato huh? No relation to the Inspector I’m guessing. Still it is a common name. And if this breaks your heart, you’ll need a hospital yourself shortly.

The last man spoke quietly, his nerves still evident. “I’m Fukuda. I’m… well, I run the staffing for the hotels.”

“Great, now that introductions are done, time to get down to business. I’m sure we all have places to be, I know I do.” I made a small joke, which got a laugh from Shaeula but stony silence from everyone else. “All right then… Kondou Kazuo, as discussed at our last meeting, we are here to establish compensation for your… unreasonable acts.”

“Compensation? Unreasonable acts?” Sato-san asked, puzzled but wary. I would expect nothing less from an accountant. The moment you mention money they get tense.

“Oh my, yes.” Shaeula laughed coldly. “Attempted murder, threatening to defile me, arson and more-more.”

I saw a look of understanding cross Nomura-san’s face, though everyone else but Kondou looked shocked. No, Karen-chan gets it too. I guess the mention of arson makes it too easy…

“You do know that even though professional privilege means this meeting is confidential, when certain serious crimes are involved, we are legally obliged to report it, should there be potential future risk to the safety of others…” Nomura-san warned.

“Don’t worry, our buddy Kondou is going to turn himself in and fully cooperate with the law straight after this, right?”

After an internal struggle, he nodded slowly. “Yes…” he grated out.

“So, down to business. As agreed, we want all of your hotels signed over to us. You won’t need them where you are going, and I believe you don’t have a wife or children to leave them to anyway.” That information was part of what Karen-chan gathered for us when I asked her to look into ‘Kondou’ in the area. She does great work. I’m definitely upping her pay.

“This is blackmail!” Morimura-san stood angrily. “This won’t stand!”

“Blackmail? Hardly.” I shook my head, putting on a disappointed expression. Beside me Shaeula let her winds blow, fogging the minds of everyone around the table, making it easier for us to influence them.

“You agreed to compensate the victims of your crimes. Admirable.” Shaeula lied. “And to us, you pledged your hotels, did you not-not?”

“I did.” Kondou grated. “I’ll… keep my word.” Blood was tricking from his ruined eye and from his mouth. This should have alarmed those around him, but Shaeula’s winds were making these events seem ordinary. Having gained two Ranks has made it far more effective, and we aren’t really forcing them to do anything impossible, just… be a bit more pliant, and ignore a few oddities.

“In that case, we would like a watertight transfer of ownership, can you assist us with that, Ito-san? I can’t imagine there will be issues with clawbacks when Kondou is arrested, but I want to prevent any problems that might arise.”

“I can, of course. We can tie it to the business account you already have set up with Midas Gold, though there will be some expenditure involved…”

“About that. Karen-chan… how much did it cost to put right the damage at Shirohebizumi shrine, as well as the delays?”

Karen-chan, surprised at being spoken to, looked through the documents she had brought. “Around ten million. It could have been worse. Luckily the machines were only damaged, not completely written off.”

At those figures the accountant, Sato-san blanched, as he expected what was next out of my mouth. “So, Kondou will cover those losses and all the legal and administrative fees here tonight out of his own pocket. It’s the least he can do, isn't it?”

“Yes, I’ll do… damn it. I hate this, but.. I’ll do it.” Kondou continued to struggle, but against the usurped binding of Kiku, which had even been strengthened now, there was nothing he could do. Fuck this is satisfying. Hopefully the poor girls he’s cruelly killed will find solace in the fact I’m wrecking this bastard…

Suddenly a hand went up, and Fukuda-san nervously spoke up. “So… what about me, and the other employees? Are… are we out of jobs?”

“Of course not.” I reassured him. “In fact, I’m counting on you to work with Karen-chan here to make sure everything continues to run smoothly. We’ll need to call a meeting with all the specific hotel management and accountants, but I expect no negative changes to your working conditions. If anything, you might be due a salary increase. Oh, that reminds me… I think Kondou should provide us with a month of operating funds for the hotels, so we can keep them running without needing to inject cash. Once we start getting the customer funds, everything should fall into place. If you can make sure that the accounts for each hotel are forwarded to us, we can make sure everything continues without disruption.”

“Oh… yeah, that sounds… fine.” Fukuda-san nodded, reassured. Karen-chan was shooting a glare at me though.

“Are you trying to work me to death?” she mouthed at me, and I shook my head.

“I think we might need to look into getting you some colleagues, Karen-chan. We can discuss it over drinks, anyway. So, Sato-san, can Kondou cover these expenses?”

He looked at some documents he withdrew from his briefcase, his face desolate, events here beyond his expectations. “He can. Luckily Kazuo-san has adequate savings, and the hotels are fully owned without mortgages, the land under his ownership as well. Speaking of…” he thought. “We will need to transfer land registry and deed of title…”

As everyone discussed how to proceed, Kondou literally trembling with rage as Shaeula kept suppressing him, I leaned back, amused. Just six or seven weeks ago I was living day by day on what work I could scrape by on. Now I’m owning six hotels and the land they rest on. I guess this should set my parents’ minds at ease about my future with Eri. With these hotels we’ll always have something to fall back on… Of course, there were other problems with Eri (mainly Shaeula) that would not ease my parents’ minds, at all…
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The work on notarising documents, amending records, transferring money and other tasks continued into the night. Looking at my watch I could see it was getting on for one in the morning. We’ve been at this for hours, but at least we are nearly done…

“… so while there may be questions raised about the timing of the transfers, the relevant taxes will have been paid, and the documentation is solid. There would be no recourse for any attempt to claw back the assets due to legal troubles.” Ito-san said, sending the last of the document copies over the fax machine that their office still held. Damn, for a country of cutting-edge technology, we can be pretty archaic sometimes.

“Yes, there might be a bit of bad press depending on what… what crimes Kondou-san … confesses to.” Morimura-san sighed, still grieving over this whole mess. “… but this transfer is airtight, legally speaking. In terms of the hotels themselves, being separated from Kondou-san might be for the best, as they would otherwise be smeared by his… reputation.”

At that Fukuda-san sighed in relief. The last thing he wanted was to be embroiled in scandal at his age, and he felt for the many workers at the six sites, as well as their families. “I’ll make sure everyone is on the same page about our new owners. You won’t be let down, Oshiro-san, no, boss!”

“Good, that’s all I ask.”

“So, are we done?” Nomura-san asked. “I must say, this has satisfied my curiosity. I knew something big was happening when your lawyer was Omori Takanobu-sama. I’m not sure about everything this man has done, but I guess he made a mistake messing with you, right?”

“Yeah, there’s a saying about kicking a steel plate. Funnily enough, Shaeula and I were at our most vulnerable, and you still couldn’t even carry out your nefarious plans. Well, it’s about time your guilt caught up with you.” I mocked Kondou, enjoying the way he clenched his fists, the only sign of dissent Shaeula had allowed him.

Shaeula grinned maliciously, also revelling in the fact Kondou could only grow more despondent, as he watched his assets stripped away from him, helpless to fight her control.

“Oh, speaking of… Sato-san, you have connections to the yakuza, right? I’m sure that Kondou Kazuo did not accrue all his money legally, and as his accountant, you’d know about that, I expect?”

At my words he started to pale, looking at the lawyers on our side of the table. Before he could deny it though, I raised a hand. “Don’t look so panicked. I’m not asking you to confess to any crimes. I’m just saying that we weren’t trying to pick any fights with organised crime, it was Kondou who wanted to threaten us. So it’d be a problem if any idiots got it in their heads to retaliate. The first attempt went very poorly for them, wouldn't we all agree?”

“I should say so.” Shaeula sneered. “Mere thugs are nothing against your might-might, Akio.”

“I… I have absolutely no illegal connections, for the record.” Sato-san insisted. “However, I’ll remember what you said, in a purely academic sense, of course.”

“Right, right.” I looked at the figures in front of me and whistled, impressed. “I can see why Kondou thought he could join the Three-Hundred.” I remembered his boasts about entering noble society. “Even after paying compensation and expenses he’s got quite the bank balance. Well, he should use all this to compensate the families of his victims. But first… I think you should take a few months’ salary from him, Sato-san, to cover working with me until this whole mess is squared away. Then Kondou will pay everyone here a modest bonus. No objections, right?” I’m not driven by greed. Taking all his money would leave a bad taste in my mouth. Best to leave adequate funds to give the families of the dead some closure. It won’t make up for their pain, I’d never say that, but it might help them feel there is some justice. Well, that and his inevitable execution, anyway…

“Of… of course not.” Kondou spat. “I would be… happy to pay what… is deserved.”

After another quick round of transactions, we were finally done.

“Well, I don’t appreciate the overtime on short notice.” Ito-san said pointedly, pushing up her glasses with one finger to stare at us. “Still, the remuneration was decent, and… I’m curious. You mentioned victims other than yourselves. What did… what did this gentleman do?”

Kondou’s side of the room tensed, not wanting to hear it. I think Sato-san has some idea. He definitely has mob connections. We can exploit those to at least keep trouble off our backs for a while, though in the end… I’d love to purge Japan of organised crime. Damn, maybe the power is going to my head. That’s impossible for me, even now…

“I can confirm without question he kidnapped, raped and murdered at least one young woman.” I declared, my tone icy.

At my words Ito-san looked sick. “You… you can’t tell me something like that! Now I have to report it…”

“No need. I’m only telling you because our good lawyer friend here is going to drop Kondou Kazuo off at the nearest police station to confess. And he’s promised to be very cooperative.”

“But… that would mean the death penalty!” his lawyer shouted, anguished. “None of this makes any sense…”

“Oh it does indeed.” Shaeula let out her winds again with a sigh. “Settle down-down. He has just developed a conscience after being defeated. You should-should welcome this. You are a man who respects law, no-no? Let justice be done swiftly.”

Now that the mood was downcast, we finally finished up. All the documents were filed properly and the transfers complete, so it was time to hit a late-night bar. Shaeula and I had no need to be up early, and I was Karen-chan’s boss, so if I didn’t mind, she could go in as late as she wanted. Fukuda-san left first, bowing deeply and gratefully, happy he would be spared being embroiled in scandal, while Sato-san actually shook my hand, muttering quietly that he would speak to the right people and let them know this whole issue was Kondou’s fault and I would seek no further redress than what I had taken. The fact those yakuza will be in jail for years will have to satisfy me. I’m not going after their bosses unless they try something dumb as hell…

Lastly, the stone-faced Morimura-san led Kondou out. He gave us one final bitter look before leading the wounded and bleeding bastard away, to where he would quickly confess all his evils.

Finally, we said goodbye to our lawyers. Ito-san shook all our hands. “In the end, this was quite the tale. I’m not sure how much of it was true, but… a lawyer simply does what she is paid for, it is not for her to inquire too deeply. I hope we can work together again, should you have need of it.”

“Sure thing.” I agreed. Lastly, Nomura-san shook my hand as well.

“I never thought that when I got a call from Midas this morning, I’d uncover a conspiracy involving yakuza, crooked dealings and a murderer. Today has been a wild ride. Again, should you need legal representation, do call. Although with Takanobu-sama in your corner, I doubt you’ll have need of me…”

“You never know. I’ll bear you in mind anyway.” And with that we left the offices, heading out into the neon-lit Tokyo early morning, looking for a late-night bar to celebrate in…
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“So seriously, are you trying to drive me to an early grave, Akio-kun?” Karen-chan sighed drunkenly, leaning on my shoulder. On the other side of me Shaeula was drinking strong spirits, flushed and happy. “I’m just a secretary, I’m not cut out for conspiracies and huge business deals. Besides, now you want me to look into missing persons, suspicious deaths and overall rates of death across Japan? I’m just one person…” She hiccupped noisily, before downing her drink.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m the bad guy, I get it. You know you are going to feel like crap tomorrow? I mean, no need to get up early, but even so…”

“Whose fault is that? I can’t get it out of my mind. Was that guy… did he really kidnap and kill girls?”

“He did.” Shaeula affirmed. “That trash deserves all the punishment he shall receive, so spare no-no sympathy for him, Karen.”

“I won’t… but… seriously. It’s all true then? You know… I’ve been wondering…” She reached out for another drink, as I had stocked the table high with fine booze, sparing no expense. “… just what is going on? You’ve changed, Akio-kun. You used to be a quiet neighbour, hardly any trouble, but there was nothing notable about you. Now… you look like an athlete and a model, you are involved in battling yakuza and cutthroat business deals, you are in deep with old shrine families… you have Shaeula by your side… I’m a bit confused.”

“I see-see.” Shaeula giggled. “It sounds to me like you are interested in Akio, Karen. If you wish-wish, I can give you some privacy?” Her grin was wicked.

“No, not… I’m not… not like that.” she stuttered, going red. “I’m just… oh, I don’t know.” She downed another mouthful of alcohol.

“I can tell you, if you want. I mean, I don’t know you all that well, we are just neighbours… well, we were anyway.” I amended. “I feel you are trustworthy, and you’ve fallen on hard times, so I decided to employ you. And yes, I know a lot of mysterious things are happening around me. But rest assured, I’ll protect you from any danger, and we can see about getting you some assistants. See, promoted on the job already, where else can you get better terms?” I joked, trying to defuse the tension.

“Protect me, huh?” She pouted, thinking, taking another gulp of strong liquor, flushed even to the tips of her ears and down her neck. “No, don’t… don’t tell me yet. I’ll keep doing the strange tasks you ask me to, for now anyway.” She suddenly broke into a grin, eyes wicked. Glancing down at Shaeula’s hand she pointed to the ring sparkling on her finger.

“I’ve been wondering, Shaeula dear. That’s a lovely ring, who gave that to you?”

“Akio did, of course. Do you think I would-would accept a ring from anyone else? I think not-not. We are engaged.”

“So Kana-san was right…” I just about caught her little whisper. Damn you Kana-chan, mischief as usual!

“I thought you were engaged to your childhood friend, Akio-kun? I have her number too, remember, you promised I could message her if you were behaving badly. Maybe I should do it now…” She pulled out her phone with a smirk.

“There is no need. Eri and I, we are both-both in agreement to share Akio, for we are great-great friends, and both love him dearly. It was the only sensible solution.”

Karen-chan was surprised at that. “Really? It seems a bit strange to me. But I’m disappointed in you Akio-kun. To think you are so unfaithful. I’d better protect myself from your wandering eye.”

“Oh come on. I wouldn’t do that to you, especially after your last boss… but I’ll be honest, I do feel pretty shitty about it. But… I love Eri and I love Shaeula. Even so, I was going to stay faithful to Eri, until… well, let’s just say Shaeula’s brother wasn’t happy about her being here in Japan and he came to take her home. Seeing Shaeula’s tears, and her struggle to remain here, chasing her dream…”

I thought back to our Trial of Three, reframing it in a way Karen-chan would understand. Yeah, that was the moment, when Shaeula fell to her knees, weeping bitterly over her defeat, fearing for us and that she would never see us again… I had to put aside my feelings of guilt and do what was right. “… Eri too, she had her heart melted. So… what could we do? To soothe my conscience, I vowed they would both have nothing in their lives but happiness from that day forwards.”

“And you have kept your word.” Shaeula agreed. “After all, do I not-not now have a share in six of these hotels?” She smirked, satisfied again at screwing over Kondou. She clinked her glass against mine and Karen-chan’s, the ice making rhythmic sounds.

“You know… that’s the first time I’ve ever heard someone make being a cheating bastard sound so romantic.” Karen-chan giggled. “Seriously though, what are you going to do about the wedding, and what will you tell your family? Your father is a hard, traditional man, right?”

“Don’t remind me. My sister knows and supports us, she’s friends with both of them, but my parents… ugh, and Eri’s family too… sometimes I think it’s even harder than being an Astral Emperor…”

“Being a what now?” Karen-chan asked, puzzled. Then she started patting me on the back. “Well, don’t worry, your loyal secretary shall put aside her disgust at your cheating ways and offer you sympathy. There, there. It’ll be all right… somehow.”

Laughter echoed at our table, and once more we clinked our glasses together. Screw it, there are troubles ahead, but for tonight, we can surely celebrate that the issue with Kondou Kazuo is finished, and we profited immensely… I’ll let my other worries wait until tomorrow…


One Hundred And Sixty-Four


“…found the body of a man inside, who has been identified as…” the reporter was saying on the screen. Yawning, I stretched, working out the kinks after my snatched few hours of sleep. It isn’t like I need a lot now due to my stats, but it’s still nice to have a decent rest. Shaeula’s still asleep after all.

I glanced over to the bed, where Shaeula was still breathing softly, her eyes shut, amber hair cascading over the pillows. We had come home quite late, or rather, it should have been called early, considering the sun was already up when we had finished celebrating. Shaeula had wormed her way into my bed, but sleep was all we did, there was no time or inclination for any adult fun.

I bet Karen-chan is going to have one hell of a hangover when she wakes up… Still, I had felt a little sorry for her, so I trickled a little Ether Healing into her when she wasn’t paying attention, just enough to hopefully take the worst off her inevitable suffering.

“… it’s terrible, isn’t it?” the reporter was saying to her colleague on the screen. “… they found a hand, which they believe belongs to the missing Suzuki Haru. The police have confirmed that in addition to that, Kondou Kazuo, the suspect, confessed to sexual assault and murder of over twenty women, mostly foreign tourists, going back a decade, both here in Tokyo and other cities around Japan. These horrifying crimes have led to public outcry, and…”

Well, that settles that. Everything is wrapped up neatly. Still, to think the bastard had killed so many… it makes me feel a little bad that we ended up destroying some of those ghost girls in our earlier battle, but at least they can find rest in whatever afterlife there is. I hope so, anyway. I wasn’t particularly pious, but I clasped my hands in prayer. I did live on the grounds of a shrine after all.

With Kondou in custody and having confessed, and with his Territory destroyed, his wealth plundered, and Shaeula’s orders, he was finished as a threat. Now I could turn my attention to the pressing matters of my Territory, the progression of which had been sorely neglected during the conflict.

Checking the time it was coming up to midday, so I decided to make a hearty breakfast. Opening up the fridge to see what I had, I started putting together some beef bowls and rice. Soon the fragrant smells of cooking were spreading around the apartment, and on popping my head back inside the bedroom I could see Shaeula was twitching sleepily, the scent tickling her nose.

Damn, that’s cute. Speaking of cute… It was about time that Eri would be on lunch break at school, so as I worked I pulled out my mobile and dialled her. A few rings later she answered brightly, pleased to hear from me.

“Hey, Akio! It’s such a nice surprise to get a call from you at school. What’s up? There aren’t any problems I hope?”

I could hear people chattering in the background, laughter and joking. I was sure one of them was my sis, but I didn’t recognise all of the others.

“You shut up!” Eri hissed. “Of course I’m happy to hear from him… oh, I’m not telling you to shut up of course, Akio. There are just people here determined to be annoying. Pay them no mind, I sure don’t…”

There was more loud laughter at that, and I had to smile myself. “It sounds like you are getting on with everyone at school a bit better. That’s great.”

“Well, I suppose I don’t find them as annoying as I once did.” She admitted. “Anyway, did you need something? Calling me in the day is unusual.”

Honestly, calling you at all would be a miracle before I returned to Nishimorioka. Feeling a tad guilty at that, I shook my head, even though she couldn’t see it. “Do I need a reason to call you? Maybe I just wanted to hear your voice.”

Eri went silent on the other end, and I could definitely hear my sister now. “Wow, wow. Eri’s blushing. My bro must be sweet-talking her. So very bold of him, doesn’t he know we are watching?”

“… you can shut up now, Aiko. Or else there will be trouble later.” Eri warned, but her tone was warm. “So, I like hearing your voice too, feel free to call me any time. Even when I’m in class. I can say it’s an emergency call. You are my fiancé now, right?”

“I don’t think I need to interrupt your schooling…” I chuckled, and there was more laughter on the other end of the line. After that we had a light-hearted chat for a bit, before she asked me a question. “So, how… how are things over there? Did you sort out your problem?” she asked circumspectly, probably because she had an audience.

“Yep, no worries, everything has been resolved, it went totally in our favour!” I reassured her.

“And Shaeula, she’s all right too?”

“Yeah, she’s sleeping in at the moment, we were working until very late last night, then we had some drinks to celebrate with Karen-chan.”

Eri sighed in relief, before changing the subject. “This Karen huh. I should meet her, since she is your employee. I need to make sure she knows where she stands.”

Well wouldn’t that be quite the scene. Karen-chan would probably find it hilarious though, she loves teasing me, especially when drunk. “Sure, maybe next time. Speaking of problems, how is your matter going?” I admit to being worried about her braving the Boundary alone, but she sounds fine so I have no grounds to complain. She doesn’t want me coddling her, and I do get it, I guess.

“Everything is fine, except…” she trailed off, and for a moment I was worried, until she apologised to me. “I’m sorry, I broke two of the gifts you gave me. I feel bad about it…”

Is that it? I break weapons and armour all the time, it doesn’t matter… Relieved, I chided her. “I gave them to you to use, so as long as they helped you, they did their job. Don’t push yourself, all right? I’ll make sure you get Level-capped when I’m down for your birthday, I promise.”

“I know. I’m being careful, but… they were presents from you! I don’t care what use they had, they were special to me!”

“I’ll make you better ones next time, it'll be fine…”

“Wow, just give me that.” Suddenly my sister had butted into the call. “Wow, you two are so lovey-dovey, it’s making me a little sick. Enough! And pay attention to your beloved sister a bit more, okay? I hate feeling left out…”

We continued for a while, until I heard Shaeula get up, wandering into the kitchen, following the smell of food. Seeing me on the phone she smiled and sat down, waiting for me to dish up her meal.

“I’ll see you the day before your birthday, the twenty-first. All right?” I finished up, and Eri answered happily.

“I can hardly wait. I’ll see you then. I love you!”

“I love you too! Bye!”

After exchanging those sappy goodbyes, which both embarrassed me and made me feel good, I started putting the finishing touches to my cooking. Shaeula gazed at the food hungrily, licking her lips. “I could use some breakfast. Last night was-was hungry work indeed.”

Passing her some rice balls and soy sauce, I then plated up the beef bowls, sliding one over to her, piled high with beef and toppings. I then started to dig in myself. Hmm, not bad, not bad at all. I’m getting better at cooking all the time. I guess I have more people to cook for… That made me wonder why there was no Cooking Skill on my stat sheet. After all, it was a staple of the sort of tales I was currently living through…

“So, I see the news. It looks like he has done-done as I commanded. Good riddance to him. The world will be a much-much cleaner place when he is dead-dead and gone.”

“I can’t argue with that.” As we talked over our food, we planned out our day. As we were deciding to return to the Boundary and start organising our Territory, the message light flashed on my phone. Opening it up, it was another message from Aliyah. Ugh, she’s persistent.

“Mine too.” Shaeula pulled out her own phone. “What does-does she want, I wonder?”

Opening up the message it was another request to meet and share information, again scattered with the sort of leading words I had used during my time in Vegas. Apparently she was even arriving in Japan tomorrow, and asked me to meet her alone, as she wanted to talk about something secret and vital.

“Aliyah is asking me to tell you to meet her alone. I am somewhat offended. Does she not-not wish to see me again?” Shaeula pouted.

“Perhaps you traumatised her last time you met. You were pretty mean to her. Damn, just thinking back to it, we were just horrible to her…”

“Hmph.” Shaeula snorted, unconvinced. “She brought it on herself. Besides, I found it rather amusing indeed. So, will-will you meet with her?”

That’s the question, isn’t it? There was no real reason not too, other than she was some sort of special operative or secret agent, I wasn’t sure which. But drawing attention to myself was something I was beginning to regret. Thinking about it, taking over the hotels is going to draw some too, though luckily the only ones that should find out about the handover is the police, there aren’t shareholders or anyone like that…

So what could I gain? I did want information. Still, something didn’t sit right with me, it felt off, somehow. When I explained this to Shaeula, she shrugged and asked me if I felt it was my Foresight again. It wasn’t the pulsing dread of an oncoming disaster, like before… thank God the uncomfortable feeling woke me when it did, or there would have been a tragedy at the shrine… Regardless, I definitely felt off, wary.

“I don’t know. Foresight does say it gives ‘limited prescience to events that strongly affect one’s future’. I can see why it would have been blaring at the yakuza invasion, as if people had died due to the war between us and Kondou, I’m not sure I could have survived the guilt… but this shouldn’t be such an event, and besides, my Foresight isn’t exactly high, is it? I doubt it can warn me about every danger, that’d be far too convenient.”

“Very well, I shall leave it to you then.” Shaeula demurred, finishing scarfing down her heaped bowl of beef, before leaning back, satisfied.

“I’ll just drop her a response saying I’ll see if I have the time. I won’t commit to anything. That’s the Japanese way.” With that done, I put away my phone and finished my own food. “All right, shall we go sort out our Territory then?”
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After we had done the rounds, seeing our allies and checking everything was all right, we returned to my original apartment, where the Anchor was still upgrading. Most of my other forces were guarding key areas of vulnerability such as the Throne Of Heroes and the Rhyming Tree, but Ixitt had managed to inveigle himself into coming with us, desperate to see the Anchor and its upgrade process. Ignoring his gleeful mutterings as he inspected the surrounding Buildings, I marvelled at the bright halo of ether that had overflowed my Silo, a brilliant nebula I wished I could take a picture of.

“All right then, how long to go?” The Anchor was larger than when I had last saw it, the three protuberances growing from the spire more pronounced, looking a bit like branches of a Christmas Tree. “Hmm, looks like forty Astral days remaining. Damn, this is painfully slow. Still…” My eyes went to the massive array of ether. In addition to what my Territory had pulled in from the Spires and Rhyming Tree over the week since I last rush-built the Anchor, we had accrued significant spoils of battle from defeating numerous Orcs, ghost Orcs and more. We had also claimed a massive amount of bounty from destroying two Territories and also defeating Kiku and her husband.

“I know there isn’t an Etheric tide running at the moment, but I still don’t exactly feel safe having all this ether drawing attention to itself, especially since the Territory has no barrier right now. It doesn’t matter how many defenders we have, if a Wyrm or something similar starts blasting breath attacks at this warped space, I’m not sure it’ll hold up… but damn, rush-building an Anchor is so wasteful… ugh, I’m wavering on what to do.”

“I see-see.” Shaeula agreed with me. “It is quite the conundrum. Yet we have one advantage, do we not-not?”

At her words I turned a questioning gaze on her. “What’s that?”

“Now that our enemy is defeated, we have the leisure to plunder all the surrounding areas outside our Territory. Much-much has already been harvested, but there are still vast areas untapped, are there not-not?”

Yeah, that’s right. And with what forces we have now, we can spare a few squads to go out gathering and recruiting. Ruffling Shaeula’s hair, causing her to narrow her eyes in pleasure, I quickly pulled in most of the excess ether, still leaving the hundred and fifty thousand safe in my Silo. The glow from the Anchor increased, and it grew ever taller, the branch-like nubs now forming shapes at the end of their arms, large cylindrical rings, as if to hold something in place.

“Well, there goes two hundred thousand ether.” I couldn’t help but feel downcast at the expense. “Easy come, easy go.” There was still ether outside of the Silo, but it was much diminished, probably around ten to fifteen thousand. I still need a lot more to reach the four-hundred-and-fifty thousand or so ether for my initial plans… Still, getting the Territory secure was probably a smarter call.

“I see, seventeen Astral days and a few hours left.” I ran some quick calculations and if I drained my Silo dry, I could actually finish the Territory upgrade right now. Ugh, no, that is way too wasteful. But it’s heartening to know if we run into an emergency again we can do it and get the defences functioning to hold it off.

“Well then, shall we go and start replenishing our stocks?” Shaeula asked. “I shall bring this annoying rodent.” She seized the rhapsodic Ixitt, who was marvelling at the sudden growth of the Anchor, and started hauling him out. As we left the heart of my Territory, we could see Ulfuric coming towards us, expression serious.

“What’s wrong? Not another attack, I hope?”

“Nothing so troublesome.” Ulfuric intoned. “Princess, consort. Prince Shaeraggo has returned, in accordance with the Price of the Trial of Three. He asks to meet with you both forthwith.”

Shaeraggo, huh? And asking for both of us? I hope that means he has come to terms with his defeat. Oh well, we’ll soon see.

Taking Shaeula’s small hand in mine, we set off for the shrine, where we could meet him with suitable ceremony for a being of his standing…


One Hundred And Sixty-Five


Arriving at where the Faerie Ring Gate was growing, drinking in the plentiful earth energies of Shirohebizumi shrine, we were greeted by the return of the weaselkin forces, led by Shaeraggo, Selensha at his side.

“Brother, you have returned.” Shaeula smiled, pleased to see him despite their prior clashes. Yeah, Shaeula does love her family. I get that. “Sister-in-law too-too.”

On seeing me beside her, Shaeraggo’s expression fell a little, but he rapidly smoothed it out through force of will. “Little sister, I have returned as pledged. It is good-good to see you well. Ulfuric, has…”

As Shaeula approached him, he trailed off, his eyes glowing with a green light. Letting out a shocked gasp, he regarded her intensely, his gaze boring into her. “Sister… your strength, the depth of your spiritual energy… how has it grown so incredibly fast-fast?”

Preening, clearly proud of her achievements, Shaeula draped her arm around me. “I guess I am simply a genius, brother mine-mine.” She grinned, full of good humour. “Seriously, I did-did tell you that together with Akio, we would grow strong enough to crush my doubters and take-take back my rightful place in the Seelie Court. This is but-but the first step. When the three moons your promised us are spent-spent, Akio and I shall truly be powerful.”

“That’s wonderful. I’m so pleased!” Selensha clapped her hands. “See, my love. I told you there was nothing to worry about.”

“Bah, with Ulfuric there to protect her, I had no-no worries.” Shaeraggo lied.

“So, have you brought the treasures?” Shaeula asked, seeing the wagons coming through the Ring Gate. Well, isn’t that something? A crackling haze of earth energies was rippling through the air, a ruby curtain that shimmered at the edges with a full rainbow of colour, including others that I couldn’t even name or describe. A wagon packed full of large chests rolled out, pulled by a couple of horse-sized weasels. As I watched, impressed, Shaeula’s arm around me tightened uncomfortably. I turned to her, surprised, only to see she had paled, looking wary and upset.

Before I could ask her why, two weaselkin wearing old-fashioned maid outfits, more reminiscent of old British Victorian maids, rather than the fetishized Akiba-style French maid outfits, hopped off the wagon and started rushing towards us.

“Princess, just why-why are you in that human form?” one said, scandalised, while the other raced at me and tried to pry Shaeula’s arm off me.

“Off-off this wretched human, princess! You are too precious to touch such filth!”

Filth, that hurts my feelings a little…

“Risha, Velna. Enough.” Shaeula spat coldly, ignoring their feeble efforts to separate us, gripping me tighter.

“But princess…” one began, before Shaeula ruthlessly shut her down, leaking a little wind energy to emphasise her point.

“But nothing. I shall not-not allow you to disrespect my Akio in that way. In fact, I do not-not need you here at all.” She turned to Shaeraggo, ire plain to see. “Just why-why did you bring these two, brother? I need no servants here. Especially not-not those that do not-not understand their place.”

“Princess, we only wish what-what is best for you…” the first attendant protested. Risha, was she? “… if you return to the mansion your royal brother has prepared for you, than you can-can…”

“I will not-not warn you again.” Shaeula said sternly, causing them to flinch, shocked at the change in her attitude since last they met.

“Be gentler with your servants, little sister.” Shaeraggo sighed. “They have-have missed you. No noble daughter of Shaetanao can be without maids, that is an affront to your royal dignity. The remaining maids wait at the mansion I have-have prepared for you. Now that a second Faerie Gate is connected, the hidden mansion is the safest place for you.”

“Safest? Hardly. Here with Akio is where I shall-shall be. After all, as Ulfuric can tell you, we have defeated our enemy, crushed him and looted his Territory. Soon, when our Anchor has upgraded, we shall fortify this land further. Even you shall-shall be impressed, my brother.”

Shaeraggo frowned, before looking at Ulfuric, who nodded and rumbled his agreement. Looking as if he was sucking on something sour, Shaeraggo spoke to his sister once more. “You can-can bring this mortal… your… husband. Ugh…” It looked hard for him to say, and I fell a brief twinge of wicked satisfaction at his discomfort, but it was quickly forgotten as he honoured his wager to accept me for now. “… I cannot fail to admit your valour, yet… troubling times are coming.”

As we approached the wagons, the maids still fussing around us, I noticed that Ixitt was cackling happily, moving several crates filled with strange devices and glassware. I guess they sent through his gear as well? I’m equal parts intrigued and scared to see what he can come up with…

“I confronted that bastard Duke Formor, yet he denied-denied everything!” Shaeraggo complained. “That monster, I know he was involved! The Court has taken a turn for the darker as of late.” He continued. “The Unseelie are becoming more active, their filthy creatures sniffing around our borders, looking for weaknesses. Worse-worse, already the beasts of the Wild Hunt have been sighted. War is-is coming, I can feel it.”

“The Wild Hunt?” Shaeula frowned. “It is much-much too soon for the Winter Hunt. That bodes ill indeed.”

I’m a bit lost. What’s the Wild Hunt? Seeing my obvious confusion, Shaeula explained. “The Wild Hunt is an event that occurs twice-twice per year, accursed beasts galloping across the lands of the Fae, hunting and devouring all in their foul-foul path. Still, the next Hunt should be the Winter one, so seeing such signs so soon… I fear-fear this Hunt will be a brutal one. It is also the way we address that faction of vile-vile beasts.”

“Indeed-indeed.” Shaeraggo affirmed. “Therefore I wish you would take shelter in the mansion I have prepared for you, so you may be safe. Our eldest brother has been mobilised to guard our borders, and sister Shaeranna…” He suddenly paused, an expression I could only describe as guilty flashing across his features. Beside him Selensha also looked mortified, so I figured something was up.

Not just me, too. Shaeula suddenly lowered her voice. “What about sister, dear brother? What have-have you done?”

“I have not-not broken the Price!” he insisted, his green eyes wandering. “Your sister is deeply concerned for your safety, as I am. She realised I sneaked out to this backwater hinterland to see-see you, and pressed me for answers. I did not crack, though!” he promised. “I merely told her I had confirmed your safety and offered you a place to hide in the corners of our Lands… I made no mention of your… relationship.”

“That is a relief indeed.” Shaeula sighed. “However, sister is quite impatient, I am surprised she was satisfied with just-just that.”

“She has her own troubles right now. it would do her good-good to see you.” Shaeraggo scratched at his head, downcast.

“Yes, sister-in-law misses you dearly, and blames herself for your exile.” Selensha chimed in. Before Shaeula could respond, a gruff, bored voice called out, interrupting us.

“This’n be all very well, but I be sick and tired of waiting here. Ye asked me t'be coming to this’n here place, only t’keep me waiting.”

A short, bearded and powerfully muscled figure stepped out of the shadows of the wagons, wearing leather and chainmail armour, thick and heavy. A large hammer was over one shoulder, and a bulging leather backpack larger than the stunted figure itself was over his shoulders. “I be needing a place t’set up my forge. Idle hands make nay wonders.”

“Ah, Master Bjarki, I am most-most honoured you have accepted my invitation to come to my Territory for these moons.” Shaeula bowed, and following her lead I did so too, also offering my thanks.

“Ack, I could nay listen t’your brother’s whining any longer lass. I must say, your manners have changed for t’better. I do nay remember you being this’n polite. Your mortal form be rather fetching too, lass.”

Shaeula flushed, more from shame than the compliment, I guessed. She nodded politely to the dwarf. “I am shamed by my previous immaturity. I have-have learned from Akio that true nobility is more-more than being prideful and haughty.” She turned her gaze on her bothered maids. “If you wish-wish to remain in my service, then you would do well to remember that, and show no-no disrespect to my Akio or any of his other servants.”

“I see then. Fascinating. So this’n be t'brat that battered prince Shaeraggo here and stole t’princess, huh? By Ivaldi’s beard, this’n may be more worth my time than I feared.” He laughed uproariously, and at Shaeraggo’s sour expression, he only laughed harder.

“I think we can use one of the back buildings as a forge.” I interjected, trying to diffuse the atmosphere. “They aren’t much to look at, but at least it’s got a roof.” The area on the hill behind the shrine was still barren and burned, but luckily the Foehn had not reached the Boundary shadows of the buildings there, so they still stood, even if they were as run-down and derelict as they used to be on the Material until the refurbishments. “Ulfuric, can you see Master Bjarki there and get some weaselkin to bring over his gear?”

“It shall be done.” Ulfuric promised, and he lifted a massive anvil off one of the wagons, before leading the howling dwarf away. Shaeraggo watched him go, annoyed, before turning back to us.

“With this, I have fulfilled the Price. For three moons I shall keep-keep your secrets, but I implore you, danger is rising everywhere, seek shelter in the place I have prepared for you should trouble threaten you-you.”

“I am no-no fool brother.” Shaeula promised, taking my hand, ignoring the disproving noises from the maids. “Should it be necessary we shall-shall retreat. After all, death is the end, is it not-not? And we promised to live. Since you have given us a Gate, brother, we shall visit this mansion on occasion. It would be nice-nice to make love under the moon of the Fae lands.” She looked at me and licked her lips lasciviously.

Damn, not in front of your brother! Indeed, he looked incredibly bitter, and Selensha was giggling, embarrassed, hiding her face.

“Enough of this.” He changed the subject, gesturing to his weaselkin. “Unload the wagons. Too long here and we shall be missed-missed.”

Boxes, crates and bags were unloaded quickly. Wait, did I just hear someone cry out? Looking around, I couldn’t see anyone else having noticed, so I dismissed it. I must be hearing things.

Shaeula had opened up one of the boxes, a large chest, letting out a noise of excitement as she was greeted with an array of glittering stones, red, orange and yellow, with a sprinkling of green. “This-this is perfect. Though I note-note there are no blue ones here brother, I am disappointed.”

“We only had two blue stones in our treasury.” Shaeraggo protested. “I could not justify taking them. I think you will find-find your share most satisfactory.”

“Yeah, there must be over a hundred thousand ether's worth of ores here.” I agreed, eyeballing the chest. “Thanks, brother-in-law.”

“I do not need-need nor desire your thanks.” He turned away, ignoring his chuckling wife.

“Well, you get them anyway. Oh, by the way, while you are here Selensha, I wondered if you could do me a small favour?”

She cocked her head, puzzled, and I explained, while Shaeula was searching through the piles of loot, making impressed noises as she found ingots of metal and various other resources. “I have been improving my Ether Healing skill, but you are very talented at healing, so I was hoping to experience a bit more of your skills, get some insights.”

“I don’t mind. I’m quite proud of my prowess with the water element. Water and light are the most suited elements for healing, though some earth users are capable as well.” she explained, lecturing me. Seeing that her husband was busy with Shaeula she lowered her voice. “I’m pleased to see my husband has cooled down, and that we meet under happier circumstances.”

“Me too.” I agreed, starting the lesson.

Meanwhile, Shaeula was inspecting the bow Shaeraggo had provided from his personal collection. It was sleek, smaller than the larger longbows Shaeraggo favoured, closer to a compound or recurve bow. The body was enamelled a fiery crimson, while the string was a fine silver.

“Yes-yes, this is perfect. Aiko’s favourite bow is red, it must-must be destiny.” She idly pulled at the string, before rummaging around and finding a quiver in matching crimson, though it was empty.

“Place an arrow within, and it will infuse the head-head with flames. I took it from those cursed firefoxes long ago.” Shaeraggo explained, happy to spend some time with his sister without them clashing, even if giving away one of his bows pained him.

Ignoring the pain from my self-inflicted wounds that Selensha was healing expertly, I started to concentrate on the feel of her healing, trying to replicate it with aether. The conversation Shaeraggo was having with Shaeula was a pleasant background noise, and I rejoiced that their relationship was mending. It’s a sad thing for a sister to fall out with her brother…
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“… we shall visit the mansion, brother. Feel free-free to come see us then. But do not-not tell sister Shaeranna. I am not-not ready for her to meet Akio yet.”

“I am not a fool, little sister. Now, stay safe.” He turned to me then, just before entering the maelstrom of colour that made up the activated Ring Gate. “As for you. Make sure you keep my darling sister safe. Or else-else!”

“Don’t worry, that’s my top priority. And I appreciate the treasures. What you’ve brought will really help us.”

“It is merely paying the Price for my loss. Though even now I cannot believe your recklessness. Until I see you next, dear little sister!” And with those words he departed, leading his forces back through the Gate, leaving us with the confused maids.

“Your brother isn’t honest. Male tsundere aren’t popular, he needs to work on that.”

One maid opened her mouth to complain at my disrespect towards him, but shut it immediately at Shaeula’s glare. “Indeed. My foolish brother is still less-less troublesome than my sister though. Now, shall-shall we catalogue our spoils?”

Our own weaselkin had carted off some already, taking the box of Etherite ores to the shrine building. The ores and ingots were to go to our new dwarven ally, to stock his temporary forge. There were also several pieces of equipment that would suit Shaeula, including some armour.

Shifting one of the crates, which was full of what looked like small bottles containing liquids in various colours, I heard what sounded like another small cry. That’s odd. Putting aside the box, I found that there was a heavily chained-up wood and iron casket. I wonder what’s in that and why it’s chained up?

Looking for how to unlock the box I struggled to find where the chains were anchored. Suddenly the box jumped, an impact rocking it. Leaping backwards in alarm I waited, Shaeula and several weaselkin rushing over. As they did so the box jumped again, as if struck. The lid popped open a touch, and from within I could see something peering out at me….


One Hundred And Sixty-Six


“What the hell is that? Why do we have someone chained in a box as part of our loot?” I asked, stepping back, weirded out by the intense gaze that peered out from the crack between the lid and the casket.

Shaeula shrugged, frowning. “I do not-not know. Risha, Velna, do you know anything regarding this?”

The two maids looked puzzled, clearly having no idea. As they apologised to their mistress, I thought about it. “I’m pretty certain your brother isn’t going to do anything that might put you at risk. The man’s a total siscon. There must be some reason for this…” As I spoke the box was rocked by several more loud impacts, and a voice, hoarse and dry, as if not used to speaking, started croaking out some quiet words.

“Is… is there anyone ooooooooout there? Anyone? Please, let me out… let me out. I will be gooooooooood, I will not do it any moooooooooore!”

Yeah, that’s not creepy at all! As I thought that the thing inside the box started sobbing bitterly. Ugh, now I feel sorry for it. The cries were filled with pain and loneliness, tugging at my heartstrings. I turned to Shaeula, who was also looking doubtful. “So, should we … open up the box?”

“I suppose we must.” she said, looking at the chains uncomfortably. “Ugh, they reek of iron. The Fae do not-not care for the metal, it is like a poison to us, though…” she frowned thoughtfully. “… since I received a Material form, I find it has little-little effect on me.”

“I see.” As we decided the thing within the box continued to bang at the lid, struggling. “All right, calm down. We are going to get you out, so just wait, okay?”

“Many thanks, I will be goooooooooood, I promise! I will make everything tidy, shiny and clean! I will make your meals and warm your beds, and I shall not break things any moooooooooore!”

That’s a… strangely specific set of skills… My gaze went back to the maids, who were looking perturbed. “So… your brother did say you needed servants. You think… this is one?” What servant needs to be shipped chained up in a box and alternates between manic shouting and sad, bitter tears?

“… I think we should prepare, just in case. Brother Shaeraggo, you fool-fool, just what are you thinking?”

Ulfuric was helping the dwarf, and other troops were around our Territory defending it, as well as taking the opportunity to expand our reach. Still, there were some weaselkin around, who quickly gathered, as well as Haru-san, who hovered in the air above us, still unsure of her place here.

“Here we go then…” I summoned a thin blade of wind and started sawing away at the chains, but they repelled my force, the vibrating blade only faintly scratching the metal. “Damn, these chains are tough… still, I bet I can repurpose them for crafting. Let me try this…” Adding flame the fire blazed yellow, the edges a hot white, reminiscent of some sort of oxygen cutter. Indeed, using aether as well to create pure oxygen the flame quickly grew in intensity, so bright it hurt my eyes.

“Just what is he doing-doing, Risha?”

“I do not know, Velna. I don’t think mortals can work such magics, can they-they?” The maids seemed surprised at my talents, and I couldn’t help but grin at their shock. If you think I’m just some slimy mortal who has ensnared and enamoured your princess, you are only half right. I do still feel pretty slimy… With a final hissing of hot metal the first chain sprang off, the edges whipping about.

“That is quite-quite the impressive technique.” Shaeula observed with her eyes. “I see-see. You are creating that gas that fuels fire, Oxygen, I believe. I can use aether and wind to do the same… Hmm…”

“Yeah, it’s not battlefield-ready yet, it takes me a while and too much concentration to get going, but on something like this…” The second chain released in a spray of molten iron. “… it’s rather damn effective. Hey, stop that! I’m removing the chains, just be patient!” The sobbing had turned into frankly worrying chuckling, and the lid of the box crept up, strands of untidy hair cascading out of the gap, a dark black with vivid green and purple highlights.

“Sorry, sorry. I will be goooooooooood, just… let me out, let me out! It has been soooooooooo long since I saw the sky… the house will be dirty, the beds filthy, the bath will need a scrubbing, ooooooooooh my!”

Yeah, definitely a servant. But I have to be honest, even those two maids that clearly hate me are looking a better bet right now. Damn you Shaeraggo, is this some sort of clever harassment to get back at me, since you can’t harm me directly? The third and fourth chains popped off, only leaving a couple more, and now the heavy, iron-reinforced lid could lift off a bit higher. An arm snaked its way out, making me jump, the flame I commanded scorching the lid of the box, cutting a groove in it. Woah, that was dangerous. The arm was thin and pale, with a thin hand sporting painted green nails. It scrabbled about, trying to grasp something.

“I am starting to feel this is a bad-bad idea.” Shaeula retrieved her pinwheels, eyeing the flailing arm warily.

“We are definitely made for each other, as I feel exactly the same…” I joked, though the feeling of unease wasn’t a jest. Moments later, the remaining chains were severed, and the searching arm shoved the heavy lid off, where it fell to the ground with a crash. The being within sat up, deep violet eyes shimmering with silver highlights staring at the sky, tears streaking down pale, hollow cheeks.

Whoa, it’s a girl… In human terms she looked like a young woman, youthful yet with hints of maturity. Her skin was shockingly pale, as if she had not seen light for ages, and her long hair was the aforementioned black with vivid highlights. She was wearing clothes, but they were little more than rags, barely covering her above average-sized chest and slender thighs. Still, it was her eyes that drew me, the violet striking, the silver sheen complimenting them, giving them an unearthly glow.

“I’m oooooooooout at last! So long in the casket, so loooooooooong!” She marvelled at her freedom. “This time, I will be good, I shall not be bad, I will guard hearth and hoooooooooome!”

The weaselkin forces gathered around the area seemed unsure of what to do, and I was at a loss as well, this scene not what I expected.

“Are… are you a Brownie?” Shaeula asked, uncertain, her pinwheels spinning up behind her, poised.

At her voice, the crying girl turned, face twisting into a smile, though the expression looked… off… somehow. “Yes, yes, that… yes! I was a Brownie! Sweep the floooooooooooooors, cook the meals, warm the beds if asked, tend the garden, fix the roooooooooof! All soooooooooo fun!” She cackled and cried, laughter and tears intermixing eerily. Looking at Shaeula she curtsied, her rags revealing her pale, emaciated flesh. “Are you the mistress of the hoooooooooome?”

Shaeula shook her head warily. “No-no, Akio here is the master, I am merely but his wife.”

“I see, ooooooooooooh I see. Newlyweds… how… how… upsetting.” The Brownie changed expression instantly, her face going blank. “Wife to warm the bed, cooooooooook the dinner, run the bath. No more need for me, throoooooooooooow me away.”

“Wait, I think you need to…” I paused, seeing her eyes. What? The violet is darkening, turning almost black, the silver tarnishing…

“I won’t goooooooooo back in the box!” the Brownie howled, a wave of darkness cloaking her, forming a dress of inky shadows.

“She is no Brownie!” Shaeula cried, her weaselkin drawing weapons and surrounding her. “Fool-fool brother of mine, what nightmare have you sent us? She has fallen, she is a Boggart now, a wicked spirit that-that corrupts and curses a home! Unseelie!”

“Brownie, bogart, woooooooooords!” the girl spat. “I am me, I tend to the home, oooooooooooonly to be betrayed, exiled, then put in the box.” She howled, her voice filled with intense rage, and pain. “No-one cares about me! I am all aloooooooooone! Well then, you should all suffer like I doooooooooo!”

It's hard, seeing something that looks like a girl… no, just like Shaeula, she is a girl… suffer so. There must be a reason Shaeraggo sent her to us, maybe he wants us to help her? “Wait, calm down. We can talk this out. What’s your name? I’m Akio, it’s nice to meet you!”

The darkness around her wavered, and she turned her eyes on me, violet dyeing the black a little. “Akioooooooooo? A good name!” The Brownie, or Boggart, or whatever the hell she was declared. “My name… name, what was it? It has… been soooooooooo loooooooooong since anyone cared to talk to me. Snatch the children, sour the milk, scatter the ashes, burn the plants, noooooooooo, noooooooooo, that is not right.” She clutched at her head and suddenly the ground exploded, vines ripping free from the soil all around her, dozens of them waving like thorny tentacles.

“Nature element!” Shaeula gasped, surprised! “Be careful Akio, such power is dangerous, few but the King and a few rare Fae command such-such might!”

“I doooooooooo not remember my name!” the tortured Fae screamed, her voice raw with dark emotion. Turning her rapidly darkening gaze on Shaeula, she grinned balefully. “If I kill the wife, then Akio will need his brooooooooownie again. Warm the bed, hold him tight, raise the children. Murder the pets. Booooooooooil them alive!”

Shit, it’s like she’s got a split personality. Still, she’s been trapped for a long time, it seems…

“Die!” she howled, and her vines shot towards Shaeula, dozens of thick, thorny tentacles seeking to ensnare her.

I don’t think so! No tentacle play with my girls! I’m not some loser like ecchi protagonists where their women get constantly molested… Ignoring the little sting that I had quite the collection of that manga and anime back in the house, I lashed out with blades of wind, slicing plant vines apart. Shaeula also attacked them, her pinwheels slashing through. Even as they fell though, more were sprouting, and a vicious ball of darkness was thrown Shaeula’s way, devouring the light.

“Disappear! Let me be happy again!” the Fae alternated between giggles and sobs.

“Darkness too!” Shaeula cried, unleashing the full might of her wind against it while her new maids fled screaming. The orb halted, before starting to push through. I leapt into the breach, snatching up Shaeula, and the explosion of boiling darkness gouged a crater in the already ruined top of the hill.

“Shit, that was close.” I muttered as shreds of our clothing fluttered down around us. Shaeula quickly resummoned her yukata, but I was left topless, my body ringed with strange burns. Oh well, more to practice my Healing on later… I put the best face on it I could, observing the desperate attempts of our weaselkin to breach the massive wriggling walls of vines. The Brownie wasn’t trying to attack them, merely keeping them at bay, her eyes were following us.

“Stay still, stay still, stay still!” she gibbered. “I cannot wring you to rags if you moooooooooove!” Her vines grew thicker, resembling beanstalks from a children’s tale. Still, her breath was coming heavier, and her frail body was trembling. “Wash the clooooooooothes, spill the blood, wash the clothes again… ugh. No, I want…”

“Pitiful…” Shaeula muttered sadly. “She is far-far gone. It would be a mercy putting her to her rest.”

I still had the dagger of light, not having returned it to Shaeula yet. Clutching it tight in my hand I made my decision. Even as the girl shook and spat, alternating between lucidity and madness, I gathered my resolve. Wait, what’s that…

“First Weal, Dark Brilliant Blossoms…” the Boggart, for she was using Weal and Woe, so she must have been, cried. Suddenly, bell-like flowers of a radiant shining blue sprouted all over the vines, a mystical sight that was enough to take one’s breath away.

“Be careful.” Shaeula warmed, her pinwheels forming a whirling barrier around us. “Remember the Raven Knight…”

How could I forget. The Jaws of the Questing Beast was almost the end of me…

“First Woe…” she spat, her expression unreadable now, the dark pools of her eyes unfathomable. “… Roooooooooots of sorrow!” At her cry the ground erupted, this time gnarled roots seeking for us, though I noticed they were also winding up her own legs, digging into the pallid flesh, scattering dark blood. She gasped and moaned in pain, even as her bell-flower plants began to launch bolts of blue darkness at us.

“Finish this.” Shaeula advised. “Whatever brother was trying to achieve, he has sorely blundered. I shall-shall demand compensation when next we see-see the fool!”

Her pinwheels, wind and flame flashed in all directions. Using the small footholds of air she displayed against Ulfuric, she cleared the grasping roots, slashing through the vines, azure flower petals falling like snow around us. The battle surrounding us receded as I concentrated, the desperate sounds of the weaselkin trying to breach the thorny walls fading into the background, until it was just Shaeula, me and the nameless Fae, who was gnashing her teeth and shedding bitter tears.

Fine. I can do this. Sorry.

Racing through the deep blue rain, I lashed out with the dagger, indigo light blazing through bolts of darkness and vines alike. Roots ripped free to drag me down, but I unleashed flames, and around me they burned, turning to ash as they approached the expanding circle of bright fire I conjured. Pushing aether into my body I used everything I knew to strengthen my muscles, bones and even my blood. Pain blossomed within, and I realised I had done myself some substantial injury, but my movement exploded violently, at a speed my thoughts could barely keep up with.

You have gained a Skill, Crude Body Enhancement Rank 1. This skill uses Aether and relevant Elemental energies to explosively increase the performance of your body. Your knowledge of the workings of both your Material and Astral bodies is currently imperfect, and you lack access to sufficient Elements, so using it causes significant damage to your subtle bodies. [Class: ???]


No wonder I feel like I’ve ben run over by a truck. I’ve been researching this in my free time since nearly the first week of being chosen, but… I never had the confidence to try it. I came close against Shaeraggo, and would have used it had the Foehn not been enough, even if it killed me, but… damn this skill is scary!

“I… see.” The Fae said as I approached her at an amazing velocity, her last defences slashed apart by dazzling light, falling around us in chunks, their iron-hard vines worthless against my boosted might and the devastating light of the dagger. “… at least I goooooooooot to see the sky before the end…” Tears were rolling down her cheeks like rain, and I found my own cheeks wet too, as I reached out to seize her arm, the black shadows of her conjured robe burning my hand as I pushed through. Her arm… it’s so slender, frail under my grasp.

Seeing the shining dagger in my other hand, the darkness robe she wore scattered into motes of blue light, leaving her in rags. Around us the vines collapsed, the weaselkin rushing towards us through the dying vegetation. “Doooooooooo it. End my sorrow. Anything is better than goooooooooing back in a casket, alone forever. Never being able to do ooooooooonce again what I long for. A hearth, a home tooooooooo tend.” Her violet and silver eyes squeezed shut, and she waited.

Ugh, I was ready to kill her, I would have done it, but now… The helpless, miserable, hopeless girl in front of me, I couldn’t see her as an enemy. Sure, she had tried to kill Shaeula, but even with her talents, Shaeula was simply too strong now after her Levelling spree. No-one was dead, so… is there no other way? Shaeraggo surely didn’t expect it to end like this, did he?

“If I give you three Boons, will you give me three Oaths?” I asked, and twin gasps came from both Shaeula, who had approached behind me, and the girl, her eyes shooting open.

“I… I…” she muttered. “I do not remember my name. I cannot swear…”

“Unseelie are still Fae, so the Oaths should still have an effect, but they are-are treacherous and dark, you can not-not expect them to truly hold her down…” Shaeula worried.

“Yes, but your brother must have wanted us to deal with her somehow. The stupid bastard should have said something though…” I complained, determined to punch him in the face when next we met.

“If you can’t remember your name… then how about… Hyacinth? After all, the beautiful flowers that grew on your vines looked just like bluebells…”

“Hyacinth?” she mused. “Hyacinth? Yes, yes, I looooooooove it. I am Hyacinth!”

“In that case, if you will swear to tend to my home properly, look after my property and Territory and do not damage or destroy it, and pledge to not harm any of my allies, then in return I can offer you a home to live in, a place to work as much as you like, and I’ll always treat you fairly.”

“If this is truly-truly what you want…” Shaeula muttered, unsure. “Trusting an Unseelie, it strikes me as foolish indeed."

“Isn’t this how we met?” I asked her, as Hyacinth struggled to express her emotions. “I could have been a fool to trust you then, but look at us now?”

“It is not-not the same, but… I shall trust in you as always. But be warned, wretched Unseelie, no, Hyacinth. Betray Akio’s trust and I shall-shall bury you!”

We need to hurry this up, as my body needs healing fast. I’ve done myself quite the injury with that new skill…

“The mistress of the house is quite foooooooooorceful indeed!” Hyacinth giggled. “Should you need respite from your wifely duties I shall be moooooooooore than happy to warm master’s bed. I may nooooooooot offer much…” She began to clutch herself with her arms, shifting bashfully, her pure white skin taking on a darker tinge. “… but it is a joy to serve whatever way oooooooooone can!”

Uhh, no, I don’t think I’ll be needing that sort of service.

“Your loyalty would have to be without question before I would ever-ever let you be intimate with Akio.” Shaeula scoffed. “As of now I trust you not-not. Besides, I am but the second wife, Eri is who-who you would have to convince, and I envy you not-not that task.”

No, don’t agree with her! Oh, forget it, it won’t happen anyway…

“I see. Another mistress!” Hyacinth giggled. “Master Akioooooooooo is a man of great status, I see. Hyacinth never wants to goooooooooo back in the dark again!”

She paused, then spoke quickly, her strange, elongated O’s absent, her voice deadly serious. “I give Oath to make master’s home a place of wonder, where he will always feel happy, and his enemies shall feed the Dark Brilliant Blossoms. I shall respect the mistresses, and take on their duties when asked…” she giggled. “…any duties, any at all. I shall serve in any way master requires, and I shall not harm your servants, I shall make sure they work hard and never disappoint you, dispensing chastisement to the lazy as required.” More giggles and laughter. “Lastly, I shall wake the sleeping one I sense, and discipline her to serve also. Master is a man of means, and while I am jealous and would wish to serve alone, I am still very weak from my long… long stay in the box.”

That was her being weak? Seriously? Uhh, anyway, that pretty much covers what I asked her to swear, but… the content it a bit different. I’m getting a bad feeling about this. And what ‘sleeping one’?

Shaeula looked away grumpily at her Oaths, saying nothing, and before I could air my concerns I got another pair of messages, the silver letters welcome.

Your Class, Fae-Souled has increased from Level Twenty to Level Twenty-two.
Your Foresight, Charm and Fortune have increased.


Turning to Shaeula I told her that my Class had Levelled, and she frowned, thinking. “I see. In that case, while I am still-still cautious, I feel she at least means to keep her Oaths. Still, we are no fools-fools. I shall have her watched constantly.”

“Yeah, I don’t mind taking precautions. Now, I think I need to lie down… I’m in a lot of pain right now. Damn, that Skill is ruinous…”

“What-what Skill?” Shaeula asked as she gave me a lap-pillow. Closing my eyes I began to circulate aether, finding areas where my Astral and Material bodies had suffered damage.

Hyacinth looked at us enviously. “Mistress, I should offer my ooown head for such… nooo, I promised to wake up that lazy ooone.” Racing off towards the back buildings I watched her go, confused.

Well her speech quirk has lessened a bit, it seems. Odd, I’ll never quite get used to those. Now where is she going? It’s away from any important Buildings, so I suppose it doesn’t matter…

I spent a while Healing myself while explaining about the experimental and apparently crude Body Enhancement Skill. Shaeula found it fascinating, of course, and was eager to try it herself, but I forbade her until I had ironed out the kinks, not wanting her to damage her body. It was then that Hyacinth came barrelling back towards us, clutching something that was small and screaming, holding it within a tangle of vines.

She came to a stop in front of us, expression bright, obviously seeking praise. “I have woooke up the slacker, master Akio. Say the wooord and I shall put her to work.”

“No, not more… darkness and tentacles! I thought I was finally free to sleep in peace under… the sky!” A quiet voice was heard from within Hyacinth's arms.

“I get that, I dooo! I toooo was stuck in the dark, longing for the light. But…” She paused, shaking the bundle, and I could finally see what it was, a small head with ruby-red eyes poking out of the thorns. It’s the doll we rescued from Takakura antiques. “… enough sleeping. You smell like me, you dooo, though a bit different. So time to get to wooork for our master!”

“Hey, Hyacinth, I said not to hurt any of my allies.” I warned, but she shook her head, denying my words. “I am merely disciplining an unruly servant. I did pledge tooo make them wooork, did I nooot?”

She’s got me there. I knew those Oaths were off a bit…

“Fine, fine, put me down! I’m sorry! I’ll work!” the doll cried, and with a satisfied smirk Hyacinth dropped her. As the doll stood, looking very much like a small child with long dark hair and a pretty lace dress, it bowed. “I am Azuki, a Zashiki-Warashi. Long, long ago the house I was a guest in, I brought fortune to, was swallowed…” She paused to swallow nervously herself, reminiscing. “… by the darkness of that vile creature. I never thought I would escape, but you saved me. So I thank you.”

“Dooo not just thank them. Pledge to serve them, ungrateful little spirit!” Hyacinth smirked.

“I will, I will. I always meant to!” Azuki protested, a touch insincerely, I thought. “I just… yeah, I just needed to regain my past strength before I can bring fortune to the home! Yes, that’s it! You can’t blame me! I was suffering for so long…”

Wow, she’s surprisingly talkative when pushed.

“Master Akio and mistress…” Hyacinth trailed off, realising she hadn’t been told.

“Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, princess of the Seelie.”

“Oh, I see. Mistress is a princess! As expected of master Akiooo!” Hyacinth praised. “Master and mistress Shaeula, doooo you accept this humble servant? If sooo, I shall put her to work. This place is terrible!” With her words she thrust a hand into the ground and elemental nature (or wood) surged, the barren, scorched hellscape left from the many battles the place had hosted suddenly sprouting pretty grasses, greenery covering the bare soil.

That is damn impressive. I see why Shaeraggo sent her our way now. She’ll be an asset, but being Unseelie, I guess the Fae have a lot of trouble using her…

“Fine. Just… go easy on her, okay?”

“Thanks for your kindness!” Azuki praised, close to tears, and Hyacinth started dragging her off, muttering about refurbishing our dilapidated buildings. Closing my eyes once more I snuggled into Shaeula’s lap, revelling in the feeling of her toying with my hair as I fixed my battered body. Another tough day. Damn, do these troubles ever end…?


Side Forty-Six – Detective Kato Reiji


Reiji watched in silence as the man in front of him inspected the slightly decaying human hand. Damn, I wish I had a smoke right about now. This is the part of the job that is absolutely the worst. I hope you are paying attention, Officer Usui. This is what you signed up for. It’s too late to quit now.

“I… I…” The man, who was a face most people would at least recognise, even if they weren’t able to put a name to said face, was struggling for words. He was clearly trying to stay composed, but holding the severed hand of what was likely his dead daughter was too much for him. Hell, it should be too much for anyone.

The silver watch that gleamed around the severed wrist was engraved, a custom piece, and on seeing it, all hope had fled from his face. Poor bastard. First you lose your wife to a tragic accident, and now your daughter killed by a maniac pervert. I guess even power doesn’t protect from misfortune.

“It’s… it’s my daughter.” He finally managed to choke out. “I had this watch made for her twentieth birthday. My… my Haru. She was so happy to receive it.”

Suzuki Akimitsu, the man sitting in front of them, clutched the dead hand to his bosom, as if it was his living daughter. All around his office in the Ministry of Finance, there were pictures, mostly of him with a lively-looking young girl, around the same age as Reiji’s own daughters, or in some more recent pictures, a few years older. Damn, seeing that, it really hits home, doesn’t it? It makes me appreciate my own daughters, even if they are constantly nagging me about something or other. Maybe I should bring them home a treat tonight, show them I care.

“I thought that would be the case. You have my deepest condolences.” Reiji bowed deeply, and beside him Officer Usui did the same, for once acting the part of a proper Officer. Of course, if she wasn’t able to perform now, she wasn’t fit for the job.

“It was after the party that she went missing.” Suzuki-san sighed, getting his voice under a semblance of control. “The party I forced her to go to. I wanted her to go out, meet some old acquaintances. She had been ill. I… I wanted her to feel better, go back to her old self.”

“I see.” Reiji said softly. In times of tragedy like this it was best just to let them speak, to get all the painful emotions out.

“She said she could hear people’s voices, feel their thoughts, ever since a strange dream she had. Honestly, she must have had some sort of psychotic break, probably due to the pressures of trying to make her way into politics. But..” His breath caught in a sob. “… nothing worked. Not counselling, or medication. I know it has only been a bit over a month, and all the doctors and psychiatrists said… it would take time. But she was getting worse, she wouldn’t leave … leave her room, unless pushed. So I thought… getting out would help her.” He wiped at his running nose and eyes, not even caring about smearing his expensive suit. “I thought she’d committed suicide. It was what I had feared. But… but this… is far worse. Oh my poor baby girl…” The floodgates burst, and the man started to cry, huge gasping sobs that wracked his whole body.

Officer Usui stepped back, looking overwhelmed, but unfortunately this was not Reiji’s first time consoling the relatives of a victim. He produced an almost clean handkerchief and handed it over. Suzuki-san took it and cried himself out. When he was done, he looked a little stronger, though Reiji knew it was just a front.

“So, tell me what happened to my poor girl. I… I need to know.”

“We aren’t supposed to talk about it…” Reiji began, but at the look of protest on Officer Usui’s face, he relented, as he was always going to anyway. “… but you have to know when to bend the rules a little.” I’ve lectured her on following the rules often enough, but if she is going to be anything more than a rote Officer, just doing her job and achieving nothing, she needs to realise we follow the rules so that we know when and why we need to break them. Otherwise there is just anarchy. “It seems that our perpetrator Kondou Kazuo saw her at this party, and when she left alone he attacked her opportunistically. She was… abused… before her death, according to his confession.”

“But why is there only her… her hand left?” Suzuki-san asked, swallowing painfully, eyes filling with tears once more. “Is it some kind of sick trophy?”

“That’s the real puzzler. Officer Usui, if you would fill him in?”

She seemed surprised he asked her, but straightening up, she started speaking, as if she was reading from a teleprompter. “The perp, Kondou Kazuo, originally he would prey on backpackers and foreign tourists with no family who would not be missed. He would dispose of the bodies by various means since he had adequate space at his various hotels. However…” She gathered her thoughts. “… apparently, recently he gained an accomplice. All he would tell us was she was a woman, and was easily able to dispose of corpses, leaving no trace. He wouldn’t tell us what happened to her, but I suspect she is dead. I believe Kondou killed her too, though it is odd he won’t confess to that, considering how forthcoming he has been on his other crimes.” She finished her long speech, looking to Reiji for approval, and he nodded. A concise summary, and said in a way as to not grieve the relative further.

“But then, why just a hand? The watch is nice, but not worth all the trouble. And if that was it, why retain the hand, instead of disposing of it after the watch was taken?” Suzuki-san asked, confused and angry.

“Kondou said he felt his accomplice was planning to sell him out, and that was her proof. I suspect he is right, hence why this mysterious accomplice is dead and gone now. But a kinder interpretation might be so at least you have something to remember her by, and some ashes for the family grave. Scant consolation, I know, but…” Reiji shrugged. “… sometimes all we have to cling to are the little things.”

“I see. So … there’s no question, that bastard who killed my little girl is going to die, right? No lawyers getting him off, or an insanity plea?” Suzuki-san’s expression was baleful, his eyes filled with hatred at the thought of Kondou Kazuo getting away with murder.

“Not a chance. He’s confessed to everything, isn’t even asking for a lawyer, and is completely lucid. We’ve had a psychologist talk to him, and while there are some issues, he’s fit to stand trial. I’d say the death penalty is a foregone conclusion.” None of it makes sense though. His behaviour is completely at odds with the ruthless demeanour of his crimes, and even Officer Usui noticed that it was strange how much he seemed to… well, resent… everything he was saying. It was as if he was compelled to do so, somehow. You know what, it reminds me of those thugs from that strange case before this… hell, even Usui picked up on that, and she thought we were wasting our time chasing those shadows…. And that all comes back to… yes, him.

“Thank all the Gods. It won’t bring her back, but… I hope her soul can rest peacefully in the next life when he’s paid with his. Now, if you don’t mind… I’d like to … be alone.”

“Of course. I understand. Come on, Officer Usui. We should go.”

“All right, Detective. I’m coming.” She nodded to the grieving father and followed Reiji out. As the door shut behind them, more heartrending wails and cries could be heard, Suzuki-san pouring out his grief like a tidal wave.

“Poor guy.” Usui observed. “What a way to find out your daughter is dead. A severed hand…” she shuddered.

“Well, violent crime in Japan is seriously low compared to most of the rest of the world.” Reiji pulled out his cigarette case and lit a dirty roll-up, ignoring her protests that he should wait until he was outside. As they left the Ministry, he continued. “This Kondou bastard is the biggest serial killer since the war. In fact, he might even top the all-time charts. So, fortunately we don’t see this kind of heartbreak every day. You’ve done all right, Officer Usui. You kept it together well, and didn’t upset Suzuki-san.”

She seemed surprised by his compliment, but puffed up a little, pleased.

I’m not done though. Time to show if you have what it takes to make Detective. “Now that’s out of the way, what was the single most unusual crime that he confessed to?”

“Sending orders to the yakuza to attack a shrine. To attack Shirohebizumi shrine. It was wildly at odds with his other activities. That can’t be a coincidence.”

“Of course not. As police, we are allowed to believe in coincidence, but only in the same way as we might in Yōkai. They might exist, but we’ve never seen them.” Taking a deep drag on his ratty cigarette he regarded her. “So, tell me what you think. Then I’ll grade you.”

“Oh great, thanks.” she snarked, but even so, she gathered her thoughts, much more invested now that all the effort she had called pointless busywork and needless nit-picking was starting to fit together, like the pieces of an intricate puzzle.

“Well, since you are putting me on the spot, Inspector, let me see. Firstly, we can guess there is some sort of connection between that guy Oshiro who was pulled for fending off the yakuza. I was paying attention during our questioning of him, and he didn’t actually tell any direct lies, it seems. But he definitely hid a lot of stuff from us.” At her hard tone, Reiji chuckled a little.

“He definitely did. He was also very careful about how he said things. There was a definite implication that he was involved with the vigilantism incident, wasn’t there? And while he claimed he wasn’t a yakuza or involved in any criminality, he certainly knew Kondou, and that he was involved in sending the yakuza after him.”

“He also reacted to the picture of Suzuki Haru. Coincidence again. Such a rare creature, right Inspector?”

“Indeed, as rare as a compliment from my daughters.” He chuckled. “I must say, your intuition is starting to develop nicely. We might make a decent Officer out of you yet.”

“Well, gee, thanks.” Officer Usui groused, but she didn’t look displeased. It seems this puzzling case has finally caught her interest. I knew this was something big the moment I stumbled over it.

“I honestly don’t think he knew all the murder victims, but I get a feeling he has some idea about it. Not sure how that makes sense, but my intuition tells me so. Besides, he recognised Suzuki Haru. It bears saying again. A coincidence too far, right? He just happened to see her on the street, and then she ends up dead, the killer someone he was at serious odds with?"

“Yes, I agree. There’s too many threads connecting everything together. I don’t think it has to do with the money, unlike what the Inspector from Organised Crime thinks. That seems to be clean, a lawyer attached to Midas Gold wouldn’t lie. But… a lawyer from Fujiwara house… he’s surprisingly well-connected, despite his background showing up as nothing special. Damn, I hate those uppity old families. If they get annoyed they pressure the top brass, and before you know it, bam, desk job for years. You want to stay off their radar, Officer Usui. Though you’ve spotted the key point. What are the chances of him just happening to spot a murder victim just before they were murdered by someone who then instigated a yakuza attack on him?”

“Thanks for the advice. So, you must have a plan, right? You aren’t going to let this drop, are you, Inspector? I’ll be honest, I don’t want to either. Seeing Suzuki-san so grief-stricken… it doesn’t sit right with me. There’s more to this than our perp confessing. I know it. Though I hope we can keep better hours. Mornings aren’t good for my complexion…” Usui complained, yet strangely, Reiji was starting to find her attitude a little endearing.

“Sorry, but this job isn’t nine to five.” He pulled out another tatty cigarette. “So, there’s one other point that sticks out like a sore thumb that we can’t explain but ties everything together. You touched on it earlier.”

“Yeah, the abnormal behaviour of the perps in both cases. Kondou Kazuo was confessing despite clearly not wanting to, and the other bunch of small-time crooks were doing the same thing, albeit with more conviction. Neither would say why though, or finger our man Oshiro. Oh, and there are the strange injuries too. It could be some sort of odd new type of bladed weapon, but… the lab doesn’t think so.”

Reiji applauded. “Yeah, you got it. Well, we need to go pull some files and do some digging…” There’s something going on here that clearly doesn’t make sense, but I’m a Detective. I believe what I see and experience. And whatever is happening here is clearly possible, even if it defies understanding.

On watching Usui’s face fall he smirked. “… don’t look so put out. Most of it I have already, we just need to cross-reference it. And then tomorrow… I think we need to pay Shirohebizumi shrine and our good friend Oshiro Moonstone Akio… hah, what a name, eh… a visit. We certainly have enough cause for a follow-up, we can use Suzuki Haru as the reason…”

“All right. But not too early, okay?” she insisted. “We’ve been working nights recently too, and I’m shattered.”

“Sure, sure.” Reiji agreed. “Just remember to tread carefully. He has powerful lawyers in his corner, so we need to gather information very carefully.”

I will get to the bottom of this. At first it was just curiosity and a hunch, but now… mysterious deaths, strange behaviours, a prolific, unheard-of serial killer… and a grieving father. Suzuki-san’s face came to mind again, anguished and tormented. I joined the police to see justice done, and to make the streets safe for my family. And now more than ever, I’m convinced I need to do this, if I’m to stay true to what I believe in!


Side Forty-Seven – Izumi Kana


Kana opened her lunchbox and held in a sigh. I don’t really want to be at school today. I’ve too much to think about. Not only was everyone still bugging her about the fires and yakuza attacks at the shrine, they were still making fun of her over big bro too.

I mean, come on, I said there was nothing going on. He’s already got two girlfriends… Her lunch was a bit fancier than it used to be, and as she picked away at her meal, she considered that at least big bro was generous with his money. I don’t think he liked seeing how poor we were. It’s embarrassing, but I’d rather have money than pride.

“So, you seem lost in thought, Kana-chan.” Asami-chan said, pulling over her desk to join her. Mio-chan did the same on the other side, and soon they were eating together. Several other girls pulled their desks over too, which was a bit unusual, as most of the other girls avoided Kana, usually anyway.

Well I’ve got a lot on my mind, haven’t I? If only you knew… “Oh, it’s nothing. So, you were saying…?”

“I’ve noticed your lunch looks pretty nice. Don’t you worry you might…” Asami-chan paused to grin. “… put on weight?”

Kana nearly choked on her tuna, surprised at the joke.

“Yeah, this big bro of yours wouldn’t like you if you don’t stay beautiful.” Mio-chan gently teased her.

“I told you, there’s nothing going on there!” Kana pouted, stabbing the next piece of tuna angrily with her chopsticks.

“I guess we’ll see on Sunday, won't we? I’m really looking forward to visiting your shrine again. He’ll be there, right?” Asami-chan asked.

“Yeah, we just have to check him out.” Mio-chan agreed.

Seriously, I don’t see their fascination with this. I need to regain the initiative, it should be me making the jokes. I’m the queen of this class. Although… It wasn’t enough just for her to be beautiful and charming. Lately it’s been nothing but blows to my pride. But I’m not going to stay depressed, no, I’m going to shine more brightly than ever. Girls like Mori-san, I’ll not let them put me down…

“Well, it isn’t like Akio-kun…” Kana made sure to call him by that, rather than big bro, “… is at my beck and call, is he? Still, he’ll probably be around. Of course, I’m not sure he’s going to want to waste time talking to you two though.” she teased, regaining the initiative. Though he probably will, he’s rather friendly with girls. Too friendly, really.

“Sure he will.” Mio-chan pouted. “No man can resist cute schoolgirls like us, right?”

“Hey, can… can I come too?” another girl in class asked. On seeing everyone looking at her, the girl shrunk back in her seat, embarrassed. Err, what was her name again? I don’t think I’ve spoken to her much… she isn’t a girl who obviously dislikes me like some, but I’ve not had much to do with her either.

“Really?” Asami-chan asked. “Don’t tell me you’ve fallen for the guy, Noguchi-san? Looking at his girls I think you’re totally outclassed.”

At that a ripple of laughter went around the classroom. The girl, Noguchi-san, flushed. “No, it isn’t like that… I just thought… well, you’ve seemed more approachable lately Izumi-san, so I thought… maybe… we could be friends?”

That caught Kana by surprise. Friends, with me? I… don’t see why. She had always made clear the difference between her and girls that weren’t as pretty or as popular. It wasn’t like she was a bully or anything, In fact if anything she felt other girls were cold to her due to her family being poor… I certainly made it clear they were below me, it was a way to defend myself, hold my position in class. To think a girl like this Noguchi-san thinks I’m approachable… maybe I have changed a little. Maybe Shaeula has influenced me…

Shaeula was a thorny conundrum for her, though she rationalised it that competing with a non-human, effectively a Kami, was clearly foolish. Kana didn’t think she would lose in terms of looks, but she had to admit she didn’t win, either. Not like she did against most other girls she’d met, or even a lot of the celebrities or idols on TV. And Shaeula, she was the same outgoing, friendly person with pretty much whoever she met, seemingly satisfied with her own worth. If someone tried to lord it over her, no doubt she’d simply laugh it off and crush them with her confidence. I want that for myself, especially now.

“Hmm, well… there isn’t much to see and do at my shrine. I mean, everyone here knows this school has a long history with the shrines and temples, right, even those of you who are ordinary students?”

Noguchi-san and other girls nodded. Even the few bitchy girls that she hated, who were listening in to the conversation from the sides, were aware of the special nature of the school curriculum.

“Right now my shrine is nothing special. Although you just wait until our new training hall is built!” Kana couldn’t resist boasting about it. “We’ll have a gym, sauna, swimming pool, gaming room… all sorts of cool stuff! You can come visit then, if you ask me really nicely!” she laughed. Listen well. I’m no longer living in poverty. None of you will have anything like that at your homes!

“Yeah, that sounds cool. But… seriously, if this big bro of yours is putting out all this effort, I’m more convinced than ever he’s aiming for you, Kana-chan! We need to protect you from his lustful clutches!” Mio-chan giggled.

Yeah, this is all the same as yesterday. I guess they still haven’t got it out of their system. Speaking of yesterday… Kana remembered the request Shaeula had asked of her. It was a good opportunity to try it. “Uh, does anyone have Kikuchi-san’s phone number? I’d like to invite her over on Sunday too.”

“Why, are you planning to bully her? You’ve never been close to Kikuchi-san, I know you don’t like her. Hasn’t she suffered enough?” One of the girls in class that rarely interacted with anyone spoke up. She was nothing special looks-wise, and wore dowdy glasses and had her bangs hanging down over her face like a curtain. Takagi-san, I think, right?

As the girls in class looked on, interested at this new development, she held in her annoyance, keeping her expression friendly, despite fuming at the criticism. Bully her? Why would I waste my time doing that? I’m not so petty, if I don’t like someone I just ignore them, as long as they don’t pick a fight with me first. Unless I can’t, like Mori-san…

“Hardly. I’m a little hurt by that accusation, Takagi-san. Actually, it’s shrine business. What with her being absent and what happened to her father, my own parents are a bit worried about their shrine. You come from a normal family I think, so you wouldn’t get it. Besides, I’m all… approachable… now, right Noguchi-san?” She smiled reassuringly, and Noguchi-san blushed and nodded, tittering nervously.

“So I think it’s time we got a bit closer. And since I’m being hassled into letting lots of girls invade my home this weekend, it seems a great chance to do it.”

Takagi-san was silent for a while, before gesturing with her phone, sending the number over. “If I hear you’ve sent her anything bad, I’ll.. I’ll make you sorry.” Takagi-san said bravely, surprising her. That’s quite bold, I’m the queen of this class, antagonising me could lead to bullying, if I was that sort of bitch. She wasn’t, it not being worth the effort or something she was into, especially since she hated those who looked down on her for being poor, but even so, the girl had surprised her.

“Fine. Why not come over yourself, Takagi-san? It seems like it’ll be a class party. I’ll ask Akio-kun if he can get us drinks and snacks. That way you can see I don’t mean her any ill-will.”

“Yay, class trip, class trip!” Asami-chan was speaking in a sing-song manner.

It does seem to have got out of hand rather quickly. Sorry big bro. I’ll apologise by getting in touch with Kikuchi-san like you wanted…

She rapidly sent a text to the new number she had received, before hurriedly finishing her lunch, while everyone else was talking excitedly about the weekend. Honestly, I don’t see what is so fun about visiting my shrine. It can’t all be to meet big bro, right? I mean, sure he’s handsome and rich, but… wait, it is that, isn’t it? Kana didn’t realise she was pouting fiercely for the rest of the lunch-break…

[image: image-placeholder]

“By the White Snake, I’m exhausted.” Kana dropped her bag in her room, before slumping down on the bed. It wasn’t often she used the name of her shrine's Kami, so it showed just how frazzled she was. Now half the class is coming on Sunday. It’s a bit of a big deal.

Still, more importantly, she had had a response from Kikuchi-san, wary, but admitting her father had recovered, and they were staying somewhere safe. Normally such a message would have seemed absurd, but from what Shaeula had disclosed to her during her training last evening, danger was a true description of what the Kikuchi’s had faced. But apparently, Shaeula and big bro had handled it well.

“All right then… here goes. I don’t want to let big bro and Shaeula down. I hope she listens.” She rapidly typed out a reply, saying that the threat was gone, and that the ones that had saved her father wanted him to come to Shirohebizumi shrine on Sunday to discuss an alliance. While that was going on, she might as well come herself to a gathering of people from their class being held there. “… and sent. It’s up to her now.”

Changing from her school unform into more comfortable and fashionable clothes, Kana considered what to do next. I guess I could do my homework, or… maybe I should practice what Shaeula taught me? If she was going to do that, she should probably find Marika-chan, the cute little gremlin. She’s so earnest and hardworking. Not like me… and she’ll be beautiful when she’s older, no question. Strange, I remember Shaeula saying that big bro’s hometown is full of pretty girls. And big bro is hot too… maybe it’s something in the water there?

Knocking on the door to what was now Marika-chan’s room, she waited for the answer, and was rewarded with a polite “I am coming.” The door slid open to reveal Marika-chan, still in her uniform. It looked like she had been doing her homework, as various books were open on her desk.

“Oh, Kana-san. Good evening.” Marika-chan said politely. “What can I do for you?”

Her way of speech really is adorable. It makes me want to hug her. She isn’t like Keomi-chan, who only acts like a kid… speaking of Keomi-chan, I hear big bro got her added onto the list for training. I hope she doesn’t screw it up and do something clumsy and stupid like usual. “Oh, I just wanted to check things were going all right for you at school? I hope you’ve been making some friends. It must be difficult, moving away from home at a young age to come to the big city.”

Marika-chan nodded. “I thank you for your concern, but everyone has been very nice. I am close to several other girls. Though I will admit…” She paused, looking a little embarrassed. “… all the attention over the last few days has been a little wearying.”

“I’ll bet.” Kana agreed, commiserating with her. “Once they found out you were at the shrine during the attack, I bet they hounded you for info, didn't they?”

Marika-chan bobbed her head again. “Yes. I… I do not really want to talk about it, but people are curious, and…” The little girl paled, beginning to look afraid again, no doubt remembering the terrible events.

Damn, I didn’t want to make her think about it. I need to change the subject. Oh yeah, I came for that, right…

“I was wondering if you’d like to practice a bit? Shaeula did say the more effort we put in, the better rewards we would get, and that when we finally made a breakthrough, we’d find ourselves with abilities beyond what we have now. I don’t know about you, and I really hope we never run into trouble like that again, but… wouldn’t it be reassuring if we were strong like big bro? It’d make him feel better too, I bet. He does worry for us.” The look on his face when he thought we were in danger. I can’t forget it…

Marika-chan perked up a little, her sweaty pallor returning to her normal colour. With another small nod she agreed. “Yes, I would like that, Kana-san. For Chairo-sama, my shrine and Akio-sama, I need to do my best!”

Ugh, she’s definitely a sweet little thing. She’d better be treated right at school, if I hear she is getting bullied, I won’t sit idly by! Her protective instincts were kicking in. “All right then, we might as well get started and we can encourage each other. Mental imagery isn’t my strong suit. Oh, and have you thought any more about whether to go for that ‘lunar Chakra’ Shaeula mentioned? I think… I think I’m going to go for it.” I considered it all last night. It sounds a bit risky, but Shaeula is confident, and besides… Mori-san has it. And I don’t want to let her lord it over me.

“I know Shaeula-sama said the decision was ours, but I trust her, and I trust Akio-sama. If it is necessary to reach the peak of power, I shall risk it. Akio-sama is allowing his precious sister Aiko-sama to learn it, so I believe we can do it too.” She smiled then, expression bright. “I may not have a gift like you, Kana-san, but my bloodline has been proven pure. Apparently my Chakra network exists in a vestigial state, so unlike Aiko-sama, I will have a much easier time flooding it with aether to awaken it.”

“Yeah, big bro does seem to be rather too fond of his sister. He’s lucky he has a hot girlfriend… or two… otherwise he’d just be labelled a creep. I can’t see him allowing her to face real danger, although…” Shaeula did say he was letting Mori-san take some managed risks, so I guess he is more flexible than we give him credit for…

“Anyway, talking about it is pointless. We might as well get cracking for an hour or two before dinner…”
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“My head is aching…” Kana moaned, heading back towards her room. Marika-chan was also exhausted after a bit over an hour of intense concentration, but even so, she went back to her homework, like a good little student. Such a well-behaved girl…

Her body felt heavy, a cold weight around her lower body sending shivers through her. It was quite the interesting feeling, equal parts uncomfortable and strangely pleasant. I guess that's the aether. I still can’t get it to circulate up to the middle and upper Chakras like Shaeula explained, but pulling it in… I can do that…

“Oh, Kana dear, are you finished with what you were doing?” Her mother stuck her head through a doorway, waving her over. “Can you help me with dinner?”

Kana bit down a sigh. “Fine. If I have to. By the way, I’ve been thinking… can you persuade father to let big bro take over the shrine like he wanted?”

“This again, huh? I know you worry about our finances, but there is more…”

“I’m not talking about that.” she interrupted. “I don’t want another long lecture from father and grandfather. Big bro doesn’t want to take our shrine from us, he wants what’s best for us. So we should do what he asks.”

“Oho, so you want to do what big bro asks, do you? That’s adorable, Kana.” Her mother said slyly. At that she blushed, cursing herself silently for being flustered. Trying to regain the initiative, she decided to show off what she had learned. If I can convince mother, then she can work on father.

“Look, thanks to Shaeula’s help, I can use my ability to see ‘abnormalities’ whenever I want.” She concentrated, pulling the aether that had accumulated within her up into her eyes. She shivered as a trail of cold prickling needles moved through her body, before suddenly sparks and spots of colour were dancing in her vision. “See…?” she said triumphantly, sweat springing up on her forehead.

“You are doing it? How wonderful.” her mother exclaimed, though really she could only take her daughter's word for it.

“Yeah, but it’s still hard work.” Letting the aether disperse, Kana's vision went back to normal. “Look, Shaeula and big bro are the experts on the spiritual, right? And Shaeula told me if he has ownership over the land, he can strengthen it and us. They don’t want anything like…” she swallowed, remembering. But I’m not scared. I’m not. I will get stronger, so I don’t fear anyone! “… like what happened to happen again. So, please, help me convince father and grandfather. Big bro won't screw us over. You know that too, right?”

Her mother looked at her seriously, for such a long time Kana found it hard to meet her gaze. After this uncomfortable inspection, her mother broke into a smile. “I see. You really believe in big bro and Shaeula. Really, I think they can be trusted too. All right, I’ll talk to Daichi and father-in-law. If you show off your control of your gifts, that might help convince them too.”

“Thanks mom.” Kana threw her arms around her mother, hugging her.

“My, how unusual for you to be so affectionate.” her mother laughed. “Still, I do need help with dinner, and I don’t want to bother Marika-chan while she is settling in.”

“Yeah, she’s doing her homework right now.” Kana agreed. “Oh, one last thing. This Sunday… err, some classmates from school are coming over.”

“My, more unusual events. Is that Nagase-chan and Tsumori-chan? I thought you were too ashamed of our … how did you put it… oh yes, our run-down shrine that stunk of poverty… to bring them here.” she chided gently.

Ugh, I did say that when I was having a tantrum in middle school. It isn’t fair to bring that up now! Mortified, Kana tried to remain composed. “Well, times have changed, haven’t they? And if you help me convince father and grandfather, we can be even better. But… it isn’t just my friends, there are a lot of others from class who are coming. They… well, I guess the attack from the yakuza piqued their interest.” That and big bro…

“I see, this is a surprise. You aren’t the most sociable girl, Kana dear. Your mother is happy to see your growth!”

Please, no more teasing! “So anyway, I was hoping you could help me ask big bro if we could use his house for the meet-up? It’s a bit more spacious, and he has a TV and games consoles and stuff… and maybe, if he could get us some food and drinks for a party…?”

“I think he’d be delighted if you asked him yourself, dear.” Her mother grinned. “I’m sure he’d be more than happy to put his hand in his pocket for a cute girl like you. After all, compared to your hairclip, the cost of some party food is nothing, don't you think?”

I guess so. Her hand went to the clip, feeling the cold smoothness of platinum under her fingertips. “Oh, yeah. That’s right. Maybe I’ll do that…” I can tell him I’ve contacted Kikuchi-san as well. He’ll be pleased, I hope…

Humming happily to herself she followed her mother into the kitchen, complaints about having to help with dinner forgotten, only for the doorbell to ring. “Could you get that, Kana dear?” her mother asked.

All right, all right. Traipsing over to the door, she opened it up, only to find an older man and a young woman, both in suits. “Hello, can I help you?” she asked warily, not recognising them, only to freeze when the man pulled out his identification.

“Good evening, Izumi-san, I believe? I’m Detective Kato Reiji, and this is my assistant, Officer Usui. I’m sorry to bother you so late, but I’ve got some questions for you and your family, as well as Oshiro-san, who I believe lives on your property?”

No, not again, I thought we were done with this. Still, she knew she had no grounds to refuse, so nervously she stepped aside, allowing them to come in. I hope I don’t say anything that gets big bro into trouble. This sucks… just as my day was starting to look up too…


One Hundred And Sixty-Seven / Side Forty-Eight – Treyvon and Aliyah James, Black Wolf Company PMC


Treyvon exchanged a long glance with his sister as they watched the six deep-cover US agents unload multiple heavy duffel-bags of equipment under the shadow of the hillside. Behind them lurked two of their stronger close-combat fighters, Travis, who was a six foot six blonde American muscleman, who specialised in Muay Thai and kickboxing, and Manx, smaller at just over six feet, but still just as dangerous, his half-Asian looks and smaller frame belying that the often-silent man was a master of close-contact suppression, and if needs be, killing.

“This isn’t exactly how I pictured my first trip to Japan, Trey.” Aliyah said after a long sigh. “This is going to be shit and leave a real bad taste, I can just see it. Fuck! Why did we have to get a red notice job? The money isn’t worth it. Shit. Fuck!”

As his sister cursed up a storm, he looked around, silently agreeing. Yeah, no shit. Wetwork in a ‘friendly’ country is a whole different ball game when it comes to risk and sheer shittyness. We’ve done extraction jobs in Sierra Leone, Iran, Afghanistan… and even our own country, but this… “Look, cool it, you are drawing attention.” He advised.

His sister turned, eyeballing several of the agents they were working with, who had stopped their unloading to stare at her disapprovingly. Aliyah shrugged an apology, before turning back, zipping up the heavy hoodie she wore to cover up the tactical bodysuit she had changed into on arrival, a parked van with fake plates and decals serving as their command HQ for this strike. “Fucking pricks.” she whispered theatrically, getting a brief chuckle from Travis. “Don’t they know venting before a mission is a must? Helps me stay calm…”

“Yeah, I get it. Still, they must be nervous too.” he allowed, sharing his sister's ever-increasing misgivings. “This Akio guy must be one hell of a value target if they are prepared to risk a squad of agents who have likely been buried deep in Japan for years.”

“That’s probably why we are here, Trey.” Aliyah turned her head and spat. What she was going to say next was wiped from her mind as she stared at the long bag that was brought out by one of the men. Treyvon had the same reaction. A fucking sniper rifle? Getting those in Japan is virtually impossible. Besides, this is supposed to be a capture mission, not an assassination…

“I’m starting to agree with you, sis. I think we are going to get a real mouthful of this, despite asking them oh so politely not to.”

Aliyah sniggered meanly at the innuendo. “Well you’d know all about that, right Trey? It’s not a flavour I’ll ever know. Still…” she pondered, stretching her arms, warming up. In the lee of the hill up to a desolate shrine in the suburbs of Tokyo, they were largely sheltered from seeing more than the odd passer-by jogging or walking their dogs. Even so, not being able to find a better location for the extraction is a real blow. There’s too much that can go wrong, too many variables. Why is this being so rushed? At least the Japanese mind their own business and pretend not to see anything strange. If this was back home, no way this’d work.

His sister continued, jerking him out of his thoughts. “… at first glance, we aren’t needed at all. We gave them the info… what we could stomach, anyway… they could fake messages from us without us needing to be here on site. Shit, want to know what I think, Trey?”

You’ll tell me anyway, so go on. As he nodded, tightening up the straps on his own combat bodysuit, she carried on. “I think we are the fucking patsies for if this goes south. Sure, we do good work, but at the end of the day we are only mercs, sorry, private contractors, so rather than lose precious agents that have taken years and millions of dollars to embed, I think they’d cut us loose in a heartbeat. Sure, some other PMC’s might grumble, but would they ever even find out the fucking truth? Uncle Sam controls most of the media after all.”

Yeah, right on the money as usual sis. I wish you could be more ladylike, but when it comes to your instincts, top notch as ever. I can’t think of any other reason either.

“Right, all unloaded.” The leader of the unit, an Asian going by Alpha, said. He was non-descript, a perfect native, one you wouldn’t look twice at on an average day. There was also Beta, Gamma, Delta, Epsilon and Zeta on the strike and capture team, while Eta was co-ordinating from the van and would remain on station in case of emergencies. All of them were Japanese nationals, and again he idly wondered just how many other agents the good old homeland had inserted into the lands of their supposed allies. Politics I guess. All shit.

“Right, so, arm up. We will then confirm the target and mission parameters.”

“We know the target, fuckwit.” Aliyah muttered under her breath. Easy now. I know you have a lot of unresolved issues with this guy, but still… it’s us or him. We’ve already done all we can by keeping his family out of this. If we wanted to keep a clean conscience, we should have been in a different industry…

The bodysuits were knife-proof and could stop small calibre bullets from penetrating, though the impact would still cause injuries. It had loops to fit various weapons, and with baggy hoodies and pants, it was possible to conceal any number of surprisingly heavy armaments. Sadly, it was warm and humid in Japan this time of year, so they looked out of place. The longer they remained here, the more chance there was of something going wrong. To that end, Treyvon geared up. Combat knives, heavy-duty military taser, Minebea P9 semi-automatic pistols, stun grenades… fuck, it’s like that scene in Commando…

Worse was the equipment Alpha and the boys were packing. A case containing various drugs in rapid-injector needles, a huge shotgun that was supposedly carrying non-lethal rubber buckshot rounds… non-lethal my fucking ass, take a hit anywhere soft and that fucker will still kill you… the sniper rifle, which Zeta was still carrying in the bag, automatic rifles, with both rubber-tipped and lethal ammo magazines…

“It’s like we are taking on a cell of fucking terrorists.” Aliyah echoed his thoughts, having strapped herself up with enough weapons to take on a platoon. “All for one guy. Yeah, he’s strong as fuck, but even so… it’s like we are going after that Irena chick after all.”

“At least we were smart enough to know that job was a death-trap. No such luck here, eh?” he retorted, only to have Alpha call them all over to the van, where Eta had spread out maps with various information recorded on it. Looking out at the slowly setting sun, Trey again wondered why they couldn’t wait for proper nightfall, rather than engaging in the half-light of the evening. I guess there must be a reason, but… Looking once more at his sister, praying she could keep everything together and not let her temper explode, he settled in to listen to the mission parameters and objectives one final time.
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Aliyah felt acid in her stomach, not the usual pre-mission nerves, but… fuck, is this guilt? That isn’t like me… it’s just another job, albeit a really shit one with little upside for the Black Wolf Company. I guess being too good at our jobs has cost us bigtime. Shit. After their run-in in Las Vegas, Aliyah was left with very mixed feelings about the guy, but in the end they were both professionals, doing a job for the money and if lucky, the honour and safety of their home country. Yeah, I can rationalise it, and even that cutie Shaeula too, she’s got to be some sort of agent as well from what I gathered, but…

She couldn’t help but think of the sister and his fiancée. Both of them were totally her type, and being uninvolved in the business, their inevitable grief was eating away at her. I’m not naïve enough to know this comes with a happy ending. Even when the Department of Defence, DARPA, the Pentagon or whoever the hell sanctioned this extraction is done with him, there’s no way they’ll just let him go home… no, he’ll disappear forever. Fuck. Shit. Damn.

Trying to put aside her anger and get into a professional mindset, she focussed on the briefing held within the van. On the table was a map of the shrine from satellite data, with various locations, routes of ingress and points of interest marked. Beside that was a series of grainy pictures of the Shaeula chick, with more detailed, clear photographs of the Akio guy. Seeing them, she clenched her fists reflexively. We are doing this. No backing out.

“So, the primary target is Akio Moonstone Oshiro, the man here. He is to be taken alive! Injuries that are non-lethal are perfectly fine.” Eta began, his expression calm. Damn, I know everyone says all Asians look the same to us Westerners, but this team really is nondescript. Not flashy and memorable, like him… Really, he was annoyingly attractive. In photographs you could see it a bit, but in person, he definitely had the sort of handsome charisma of a movie star or something. Damn, that pisses me off… Suddenly she felt an impact on her ankle, and turned to see Trey gesturing to her to pay attention.

Yeah, yeah, I know.

“The secondary target is seemingly Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. She is also to be captured alive, again, injuries permissible. If she is not sighted though, primary target is to be extracted alone as the objective. I have a medical kit here in the van, and we have a full team on standby at HQ ready to perform any surgeries needed to keep the targets alive and able to survive transportation.”

Grim. I hope he comes quietly. At least that way he won’t have to suffer.

“Thanks to information from our friends here…” The way Eta said ‘friends’ was enough to rile Aliyah up, the contempt was noticeable, but not unusual, as state agents always looked down on mercenaries. “… has been most helpful, and we have corroborated it with local sources. Anyway…” He gestured to her burner phone, which held their numbers. “… while we have had no response to our texts since the other day, our tracking system has revealed they are definitely going to this area, here.” He pointed to the map, to a pair of highlighted buildings on the back of the hill, separated from the nearby buildings by several hundred metres and the rise, making it ideally situated for some… privacy.

“I’m concerned about using phones to track our target.” Trey piped up. “He could be using a relay to misdirect the signal, or burner phones, or any number of other tricks.”

“Indeed.” Eta agreed. “However…” He paused, looking a little unsure of whether he should say anything, before opting to speak. “… we called in a few favours from … associated parties… and discovered that this is indeed his dwelling, and surveillance has confirmed it. Tracing his movements over the last few days, we can be near certain he is within the house, and possibly the secondary target as well. As to why he is not replying to texts from your phone…” he looked at Aliyah, before shrugging. “… who can say, but the machine says they are being delivered there, so headquarters believes that there is at least a ninety-five percent certainty the target is there, all told. Still, there are… complications… in the politics, so we need to act fast.”

Complications, huh? And who are the ‘associated parties.? They’ll never tell hired grunts like us, which makes me fucking pissed off. When this mission is done I’m going back on vacation, and if Trey doesn’t like it, tough shit.

“The problem is, this is still a public shrine.” Eta continued. “Luckily it has surprisingly expansive grounds, and the area we plan to engage in will be off-limits to the few worshippers and tourists the shrine receives. There is also construction work taking place, but that finishes on a reasonably regular schedule each day. In fact, they should be clearing out any time now. That only leaves the family that owns the shrine.”

He pointed out another area of the map, clearly marked. “As you can see by the satellite images and contour markers, the main building has no line-of-sight to the engagement area. Therefore a quick, surgical strike will have minimal chance of any civilian intruders. Our sources also informed us there was quite the altercation at the shrine a few days ago, which has left the occupants nervous, less prone to wandering. That plays to our advantage.”

Altercation? What shit are you getting into now, guy? Never mind… I still have a question. “So yeah, seems like the engagement area is the best we can hope for in a crowded city. No lines-of-sight, plenty of cover, I get it. But what is the play if there are civilians who intrude on the operation?”

“Full neutralisation.” Eta said coldly, and there were hisses of in-drawn breath from Trey and Travis. Even the stoic Manx looked put-out. “Obviously such a scenario is to be avoided, but… we cannot let the risk of civilian casualties deter us. The very safety of the United States of America depends on our ability to be ruthless. The mission must succeed.”

Oh fucking hell, this gets worse. There’s a woman and young girl living at the shrine according to the intel here. If they enter the battlefield… shit, we never do uninvolved women or any kids.

“I’m afraid we can’t just kill civilians.” Trey broke in coldly, and she cheered him internally. “You should know from our profile we…”

“Don’t worry, we can handle any unexpected civilian interlopers.” Eta sneered. “As professionals we know we have to do things we otherwise wouldn’t want to, unlike you… paid contractors.”

“But that doesn’t change the fact that potentially young girls and…” Trey began again, but he was silenced by the strike team’s vicious glares.

I. Fucking. Hate. This. Aliyah was steaming, ready to blow, but even with the four of them, if they tried to do anything they’d be outclassed, and the Black Wolf Company would be finished. Just please… If there’s a God out there, which after the life I’ve had I fucking doubt, make sure no-one else gets involved. Up until now, we’ve always managed to hold to our rule of no kids, and no innocent women. Don’t let this be the time it all goes to shit…

“So, Zeta will be positioned here with the sniper rifle, since it has clear views over all points of ingress, as well as the engagement area…” the smug fuck Eta continued, marking the map. “The Black Wolf Company will approach the target buildings first, while we…” As the engagement was sketched out, Aliyah looked uneasily at her brother, seeing her displeasure mirrored in his eyes. What a fucking mess. Our only hope is to finish this fast and get the fuck out… Her hand went to a combat knife under her hoodie. Last time I couldn’t touch you, but if I delay now, people, innocent people, are going to get involved. So sorry, but you are going down, Akio. I’ll find some way to make it up to your sister and fiancée. I don’t know how, but… somehow we will.
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“Wow, is that the time?” I channelled Aiko as I looked at the clock, yawning. Beside me, Shaeula was also stirring. It’s pretty late, but then again, a lot did happen. First, Ulfuric had come rushing over, only to find that the battle was done, Hyacinth having already submitted. Then I had to settle the quarrelling between her and Azuki, before Hyacinth began to rebuild the decrepit buildings, growing wooden planks and tiles seemingly out of nothing. She’s obsessed with looking after a home and the residents. I guess even though she’s fallen to a Boggart, Brownie habits die hard…

It was then I collapsed, my body having seized up on me from the misuse of the new Body Enhancement Skill. So, because I had little to do here in the Material since we had resolved the issue with the police and the yakuza, I decided to remain in the Boundary to repair myself, as well as train some more. Never thought we’d cross all the way over to Thursday evening though. Still, I was deep in meditation...

By the time I left, the Anchor upgrade had a touch over fourteen Astral days remaining. I was getting very excited at the prospect of finally being able to really improve my Territory, so had to keep myself from blowing my remaining ether on rush-building it. No, I want plenty of ether in the bank to start filling up the queues straight away…

Getting up, I noticed I was streaked with blood as usual, though my body was only showing a few faint scars. On seeing me that way, Shaeula licked her lips lasciviously. “Shall we take a bath to cleanse ourselves?” she asked. “After dealing with that troublesome Unseelie I could-could certainly do with a cold-cold beer and some relaxation.”

“Yeah, I could do with cleaning myself up a bit. Seriously, I think we need to come up with some sort of outfit that is comfortable to sleep in but washes easily. I’m tired of laundering the sheets. Or… I guess I could try not hurting myself and getting injured so much, but that’s way harder.” I grinned, before turning to the bedside desk, where the message light of my phone was flickering. There were messages from Eri and Aiko, which I would reply to later, as well as… what the hell? Is that chick a damn stalker now?

There were a half-dozen messages from Aliyah, all asking to meet up. “Hey, Shaeula, can you check your phone for me?”

She blinked at me, confused, before retrieving her orange model. “Hmm, just the usual from Aiko and… I see, Aliyah has been busy-busy indeed.”

“You too, huh? There’s something off about this. The tone of the messages… do they seem like her to you? They come across as desperate to me.”

“Yes, quite. I feel-feel there is something off about them.” she agreed with me. As I scrolled through them I noticed a message from Kana-chan as well. Opening it up it was full of her usual emoji’s and cutesy girl-speak, but the contents surprised me. “The police are back at the shrine, and have been asking them questions? I thought I was done with that…” I muttered. The text also said that a Detective was waiting at the shrine for me to be available. I guess we did put locks on the door after the incident with the yakuza, more for peace of mind than any real safety, and while I’m in the Boundary mere noises like the doorbell probably won’t reach me…

Making up my mind I fired off a text, asking them to give me twenty minutes to clean up. I can’t meet a Detective stinking of blood. I’ve fixed myself up pretty well, but even so, that won’t remove the blood I already shed… “Looks like the bath is going to have to be a quick one, we have unwelcome guests.” I sighed. “You should wait in your room, no need to get you involved.”

“Very well. I am disappointed, but there is always next-next time.” Shaeula acquiesced. “But I shall at least wash your back. Since you are in quite-quite the hurry.”

“Fine.” I agreed. “I’ll return the favour next time as well. As for now, pick me out something decent, but not too flashy. I need to make a good impression…”
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“You ready?” Treyvon asked quietly, and his sister and the boys nodded. “All right then, the engagement zone is clear, civilian workers have left, so on my mark, synchronise watches. The time is… on five, four, three, two, one… nineteen hundred hours, twenty two minutes. Mark.”

Using combat hand signs, the four spread out, their dark grey hoodies blending into the shadows. The sun had set, but the lights of the distant skyline as well as the streets surrounding the hills meant it was still possible to see, even the remote outskirts of Tokyo existing in a perpetual twilight due to the sheer volume of illumination. There were also large lighting arrays around the building site and more modest lights on the target buildings too, perhaps answering the question of why waiting until true darkness wasn't worth it. Although cutting the power should be easy enough, and we even have night-vision scopes. Oh well, no point worrying about it now…

Zeta would already be on station, covering them with that hefty M-24 SWS. The other five were split into a pair and a trio, providing covering support. Sure, let us take the risks. Typical.

It was then Treyvon suddenly gestured for everyone to stop, getting a sudden and inexplicably bad feeling. Damn, combat instincts are seldom wrong. Something bad is about to go down…

His sister signed at him, asking why he had halted them, but he signalled back with ‘uncertain, bad feeling’ and at that she nodded at him, also being a big believer in trusting her gut during combat ops.

Moving closer alone, he signalled for them to hold fast. There was less than thirty metres to the door of the detached house, but little-to-no cover on the hillside. Sweating, he crept ever closer, pulling out his borrowed Minebea P9. I see him, I put one in each knee to drop him, then the elbows. It’s brutal, but best to be safe. I wish I had my own trusty pistol here, but no way we could get that through border security…

Twenty metres to go. Fifteen. It was then the door opened suddenly, a shape in the shadows. Is it the target? Secondary? Uninvolved civilian? With no time to think, all Treyvon could do was aim low and pull the trigger, hoping if it was one of the uninvolved civilians at the shrine they would have time to seek medical attention and wouldn’t be permanently crippled…
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“I suppose I had better go to the main shrine and see this Detective.” I sighed, having been quickly bathed and groomed by Shaeula. I was now wearing one of the suits I bought for Las Vegas, and a glance in the bathroom mirror told me I was quite presentable. “You stay here. Although if he wants to talk to you, remember your cover-story about your origins. I hope they don’t dig too deeply, or the fake records will come to light.”

“You worry too much.” Shaeula sighed. “I shall be fine, I am not-not concerned. At worst I can befuddle this Detective.”

I guess, but I don’t want to start relying on brainwashing. “Sure, but only as a last resort. Still, I don’t like it. Anyway, wish me luck.” With that, we exchanged a deep kiss, and then I headed out. As I reached the door though, my senses started screaming at me that there was something wrong. Normally my senses were only a bit more acute than a normal person, as my brain had obviously decided that hearing, seeing, smelling and even tasting everything around me would be detrimental to my sanity and wellbeing, so my brain was using its equally high Intellect and Alacrity to filter it to a bearable level. However, that didn’t mean I wasn’t still receiving and processing that information, so when any potential alerts were detected, my brain could instantly feed me what I needed, sharpening my focus to frankly superhuman levels.

And now I was picking up breathing and footsteps from multiple individuals outside, as well as other sounds, metal on metal, in addition to quiet muttering. Four coming closer, then… another two groups. Two per group? Three? They are further away so it’s hard to be sure… Whoever they were, it wasn’t the police or the people from the shrine. More yakuza, out for revenge? Surely not, not after I warned that accountant, Sato-san…

As I approached the door, I heard the rustling of cloth, and three of the lead figures stopped, only one continuing, moving with almost inaudible footsteps.

Yeah, only people who are up to no good move with such care. Luckily I had a decent stock of elemental wind, flame and aether from my long stay in the Boundary this time, and my body was in decent shape. With my mind made up, I channelled a little wind, blowing it back towards Shaeula, believing she would sense it and know something was wrong. And with that, I pulled open the door, ready to spring whatever trap was closing in on me…

Immediately the lead figure, who was creeping over the hillside towards my home, opened fire with a pistol he was holding. Darting to the side the bullets kicked up dirt and one punched a hole in the wall. A burst of pain flared in my thigh as one bullet struck me, ruining my suit. The deformed remains bounced off, leaving a nasty bruise and some torn flesh, but little other damage. Seemingly surprised, the hooded figure pulled out a combat knife, the edge wicked and serrated, before taking a combat stance and squeezing off a few more shots, emptying the magazine. One winged me, drawing a thin line of blood, but the others sailed wide.

“Shit, she wasn’t kidding when she said you were fast…” the hooded man complained. She?

Behind him, other people were rushing at me, so I decided I had to neutralise the attacker instantly. I could worry about getting answers later. Although… it’s just my luck to get attacked again when there is the police just a few hundred metres away. I’ll end up back in jail again!
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Treyvon watched in shock as the target moved like a snake, dodging most of the bullets and showing little damage at the ones that struck him. Shit, he makes that other bastard we picked up in Las Vegas look like a child… this can’t be normal…

“Shit, she wasn’t kidding when she said you were fast…” The words leaked out of him as he discarded his empty pistol, taking up a combat stance. Aliyah and the boys, plus Alpha and the crew, were all rushing in now, all pretence of an ambush discarded. I knew we should have attacked at night when he was sleeping, still, no time for…

He couldn’t even finish his thought as the target rushed him. A fist was swinging towards his face, and Treyvon got his knife up, the edge colliding with the incoming fist. That’ll… ugh… Instead of the expected spray of blood from a ruined hand, the knife-blade bent… and he felt his wrist creaking under the pressure. A kick flashed at him, and he parried with his own leg, feeling like he was kicking solid concrete.

“Need some help, boss-mam?” Travis rushed in from the side, unleashing a shot from the heavy-duty taser. Good, that’ll put him down… what the…

Treyvon staggered, tasting blood, as a glancing punch nearly knocked him senseless. A second blow from a foot slammed into his leg, and he heard bones crack, suddenly unable to support his weight. As he fell, he could see the taser prongs bouncing off, unable to dig into flesh.

Impossible, that shit is military-grade, the needles are launched like bullets…

Travis was then flipped into the air like he was a little kid, landing heavily on his back, winded. Manx slid out of the shadows and was dual-wielding a dagger and a pistol, and bullets were flying, only for most of them to again miss, a stray ricochet pegging the downed Travis in the shoulder, striking bone…

“Watch your shooting angle, fuckwit!” his sister called, opening up with her own taser to little effect again, before she pulled out a pair of telescoping combat batons.

At her voice the attacker froze for a moment, before Manx was down, felled by a strange unseen blow, blood scattering from his head. For just a moment Treyvon thought he could see a lingering trace of green light in the air, but it could just have been the ringing of his head from the earlier impact. Damn, I feel sick…

“So, it was you after all.” The target, Akio, was saying, his tone gravely disappointed. “I thought something was up when you kept bombarding me with texts.”

“Yeah, you sure ain’t my type.” His sis was saying, as they reached an impasse. “Now that Shaeula, is she here too? I’d love to see her again…”

Keep him talking, Aliyah, good job…

Akio staggered, an impact throwing him backwards. Then an instant later the loud sound of a bullet trail was heard, the aftershock of the sniper round breaking the still evening air. Seeing him staggering, Aliyah leapt forwards, her batons aimed for his vulnerable joints. “Don’t hate me, man. Nothing personal, just business.”

That’s it, you got him… Still, as a professional, he was taking no chances, fumbling for his fallen pistol to reload it.

“I’m sorry, but I do take it personally.” Akio grated, favouring his leg, where the round had struck. Blood was sheeting down, but even so the injury was minor. Seeing the spent shell, Trey was surprised. That’s not a normal round… the bullet is made of some sort of polymer… non-lethal indeed. Even so, it should have mangled his leg, but…

Somehow he was still fighting off Aliyah. One of her batons he just grabbed and bent to breaking, while the other struck his face, barely leaving a bruise, before he kneed Aliyah hard in the stomach, flipping her over.

“Shouldn’t hit a girl, bastard…” Aliyah spat bile as she vomited from the impact. “I’ll tell your fiancée you’re a woman-beater…”

“You leave my family out of this…” His voice was suddenly cold as death, and Aliyah froze, as though she was a small mouse cornered by a snake. Shit, even I feel scared... what are those useless fucks doing?

As if to answer his prayers a number of long objects bounced in, and Trey closed his eyes, burying his head in his arms. Moments later the world exploded with sound and light, drowning everything out in a blast-wave of pressure…
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The sniper-round had hurt, and even though I had felt it coming even I wasn’t fast enough to dodge it. Luckily, the round seemed to be a suppression type, but it was enough to dampen my pride in my abilities. So small-calibre rounds aren’t too much of a threat unless they hit something like my eye or throat, but I’m still just a human. If that round was an Armour-Piercing one, or hell, even a high-calibre anti-infantry round, I’d be short one leg about now…

Still, that wasn’t the biggest issue. Luckily my tolerance to the sudden explosions was high, so moments later my vision was clearing and the ringing in my ears was dying down. What wasn’t was the sense of betrayal and anger I felt when Aliyah mentioned Eri. Shit, she knows about Eri and Aiko. I’ve been careless again! I can fight, but if they were used as hostages…

A spray of rubber bullets arced towards me, several more hooded figures rushing me, automatic weapons in hand. Deciding to think about countermeasures later, I concluded the best way would be to make examples of the fools that would try and threaten my family. Of course, the main problem is… The light and sound from those stun grenades was hardly subtle. If it drew in anyone from the shrine, and they were caught up in this…

Another sniper round sailed towards me, but this time I was ready, as I had started leaking wind energy. The bullet hit it, deforming and deflecting, so with quick movement I slid to the side, dodging it cleanly. Several suppression rounds from the assault rifles struck home, but they were easy to tolerate.

I sense wind energy. Looks like Shaeula has made her move. I’d better finish this quick. Rushing at a group of three, leaving the injured Aliyah and her group on the ground behind me still recovering from the stun grenades, I was greeted by a blast from a massive shotgun. Hails of heavy rubber balls were scattered at me, and the impacts hurt way more than the rifle rounds. My suit was shredded and my flesh bruised, but even so, it wasn’t enough.

My kick crumpled the shotgun, knocking it free from his hands, before I seized him by the throat and slammed him with a sharp elbow to the guts. A second foe rushed at me with a knife, and I used his dazed ally as a shield, but he seemed unconcerned, forcing me to toss my hostage aside. It was then I felt a sudden prick in my neck, as the third had somehow managed to get a needle jammed into my flesh…

“I’ve got him!” he growled. “Quick, subdue the target.”

I wouldn’t be so sure… At that moment a scream rang out, and a distant cry of “The secondary target is here, I need backup!” could be heard…
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Aliyah blinked away the tears that were still fogging her vision, despite her precautions against the stun grenades. Fuckers, I know it was a smart move, but even so…

Her ribs ached, and she felt they might be broken. Still, the bastard was kind enough not to finish any of them off after putting them down, even though she knew he could. Spitting bile, she scrubbed at her mouth angrily before arming herself up once more, a bad taste that had nothing to do with her condition lingering. Why did I bring his fiancée into it? That’s not like me… fuck, I hate this job, nothing good about it at all. And it sounds like Shaeula is here too. What a fucking waste for her to just disappear for some political power-play. Maybe I’ve been in this business too long…

It'd be over soon, Akio had been stuck by a needle full of the most potent knockout drugs the US Military could put together. Even after only moments he should be starting to feel sluggish, and the moment his obscene speed slowed he’d be easy to neutralise.

Indeed, taser rounds had been fired into him, and electricity was arcing bright in the darkness, yellow and purple sparks flying.

“You okay sis?” Trey asked, dragging himself to her side, looking damn well beat up himself. Travis was also up, but Manx was still unresponsive.

“Of course I fucking ain’t, bro. He broke my damn ribs. I shouldn’t even be moving. But we have a shitty job to do.”

“I think they can handle it…” Travis pointed to where Akio was engaged with three opponents.

“Sure, but the secondary target has made an appearance… what the fuck!” This is bad. Not worst case, but still real bad!

“This is the police! What the hell is going on here? Put down your weapons and come quietly!” an older man was shouting, a very frightened younger woman behind him. Fuck, no, fuck. We don’t do innocent women…

One of the three agents fighting Akio turned, and with an expressionless face, his hood already stripped from him, blood leaking down his cheek from a minor scrape, he pointed a pistol and pulled the trigger…
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The needle must have been made of some super-sharp alloy, because it managed to penetrate my skin a little. I felt a cold sensation as a liquid poured into me, but all it did was make my movements a little imbalanced. I was then tasered, artificial lightning arcing into me, but the needles were caught in my clothes rather than flesh. I still suffered some electrical burns, but again other than some muscle spasming, I was still able to fight.

It was then that the Inspector from my time in the cells appeared with his assistant, only for one of the bastards I was fighting to coldly pull out a pistol and fire, face expressionless, as if he was merely performing a necessary chore. Time seemed to stop, and then the Detective looked down, red blood gushing from a bullet wound in his stomach, his white shirt crimson and wet.

The girl screamed and the bastard fired again, another bullet taking the Detective in the guts. You piece of shit… I had gone too easy on them, and again my mistakes were costly. I was trying to keep it to the edges of merely implausible with my moves, not completely impossible… Time seemed to slow as he was ready to pull the trigger once more. … but that ends. Now.

Wind energy gushed from me, a green glow lighting the twilight. The shooter shrieked louder than the terrified girl as thin threads of wind looped around his gun, slicing through the metal and plastic like butter, as well as flesh and bone, his hand falling to pieces. Despite that, even in agony his other hand reached for a weapon, so my leg lashed out, making contact with his head. Bone gave under the impact and the crunch was disgusting, echoing in my ears. Now the bastard was looking at me, even though… even though his head should have been facing the other way.

As the body dropped to the ground, I had to force down vomit, my stomach lurching. He’s dead. This time… this time I’ve killed someone. No question.

“Fuck, Beta is down… how is this bastard still going? He’s nothing like the others.”

Others? Others? My anger was already boiling due to the callous way they had shot at the uninvolved police, but now I knew they had hunted others like me… I can worry about the guilt and the implications later. I’ve killed in the Boundary, sentient beings such as Trolls and Gnolls… and really, I’ve killed Kondou Kazuo too, forcing him to confess means the death penalty, no question. For now, all I need to do it make sure these bastards are dealt with…

With my mind made up after some rapid thinking that took barely a moment, I drove my knee right into the guts of the foe in front of me, far harder than I had struck Aliyah, and he folded up, bones breaking like glass…
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“This has gone to shit… we should pull out.” Travis was saying. I wish we could… seriously. Treyvon shook his head, watching in horror as the third member of the team joined the other two on the ground, both of his arms shattered like they were twigs. The guy, Akio, then turned to the three of them and glared furiously, his grey eyes so full of anger that Treyvon stepped back, terror swelling up, the fear of death overwhelming.

On seeing the three of them quail before his rage, he turned away, satisfied, and raced over towards the panicking policewoman, who was desperately trying and failing to staunch the wounds of her superior, her hands crimson, her clothes soaked with gore.

As Akio ran a bullet flew from Zeta, only to simply… stop… in mid-air and deform, before careening off another way. There was then an agonised scream from the direction the bullet had travelled, one that sent shivers down their spines.

“So… I’m thinking we say fuck this too…” Aliyah said, surprising him. “This one is lost. Besides, we are going to get innocent civilians killed, Trey. This isn’t a war-zone. We don’t let women die and that fucker Beta was going to shoot her dead, no question.” She coughed, her cracked ribs painful.

We can’t, can we though? “If it was a case of just quitting, we could. But we know too fucking much. No, we go down fighting and hope we just end up fucked up like Alpha and Gamma. Seriously though, you said he was tough, but not some kind of fucking demon…”

“Don’t blame me, I didn’t know he could do this…” she spat. “Anyway, those two clowns are moving in too, so we better go back them up. Fuck. Who’d be us, right Trey? Is this the end of the Black Wolves?”

The other two, Delta and Epsilon, had switched to fully live ammunition and were firing with reckless abandon, not even caring if they murdered the two civilians. One even lobbed a grenade, which didn’t look like a flashbang. End of the Black Wolves, huh? I remember when we chose the name, Aliyah and I, back when we were poor ghetto-rats that lived by tricks and casual thievery. Fuck it, if we go out, we can at least go out the way we lived, no compromise. And I guess… at least I get to die to a guy who is fucking hot… there are worse ways to go…
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“Please, please don’t die!” Officer Usui was crying. She was desperately trying to staunch the two bullet wounds in the Detective’s guts, and hadn’t even noticed that a round from an automatic rifle had punched through the meat of her leg, blood sheeting down, soaking the ground below her, adrenaline and shock preventing her body from sending pain signals.

“Officer… you need… to get away.” He gasped, blood tickling down his chin as he struggled to speak, his colour fading. Bullets were flying around them, but for some reason some of them seemed to be spinning off in strange directions. “I’m done for. Not sure… what the hell… is going on… but see. We were right!” His words were swallowed by an explosion as a grenade detonated nearby, yet the shrapnel never reached them.

The Detective watched as a ball of shimmering yellow flame materialised. I had called upon it, drawing in the flame energies I wielded, trying to call upon Foehn in the Material world. It fought me, it fought me hard indeed, but one thing every kid knew was that fire was nothing unusual here on the Material plane. Therefore I should be able to make it fucking work! As everyone paused, transfixed by the glowing orb of blazing yellow I commanded, I yelled at the firing assailants. “Enough! Put down your fucking weapons or I’ll do what I have to!”

One of them lowered his gun momentarily, but the other kept on shooting, and my wind was diminishing, my energies dwindling. Several bullets struck me, punching bloody holes in my already battered flesh before bouncing out after hitting bone. Still, the pain was nothing compared to the feeling of having killed mere moments ago.

“So be it then. You chose… poorly.” The globe of Foehn shot forwards, as fast as the bullets flying my way. It slammed into the shooter and exploded, drenching him with flame. Suddenly the colour changed, taking on the more natural tones one would expect rather than the pure citrine of elemental energy. I see. The world is fighting the presence of Foehn, it probably isn’t able to fully support such an ability yet. Still, it’s close enough. It’s like I’ve soaked the bastard in napalm…

Turning away from the shrieking, burning bastard, I knelt down beside the dying Detective, ignoring the hysterical girl. Meeting his vision, I spoke softly, the words having a mocking edge.

“So, I don’t suppose you’ll let me get away with denying this mess, right?”

He wheezed with laughter, coughing up more blood, panicking the nigh-hysterical Usui. “No way. I got you… bang to rights. I knew… when those thugs were… arrested… when the murders happened. Kondou…” More blood flew, more coughing wracked him. The baleful screams behind us were starting to fade, the fire having done its grim work. “… that this was the… biggest case… of my life.”

“Please, don’t die. I haven’t learned all I need to yet…” Usui was pleading. I turned my head, to see that the last four standing attackers were looking at someone else. It was Shaeula. Her yukata was stained with blood and she was carrying some sort of heavy sniper rifle easily with one hand.

“So… this toy, I think it works-works like this? I remember Aiko playing with one in Las Vegas.” she chortled, holding their rapt, horrified attention as she levelled it one-handed at them like it was a mere pistol. Great, I can leave them to you for now…

“Her too… I see. Knew it.” He suddenly grabbed my hand, gripping me surprisingly tight. “Don’t… don’t kill Officer Usui. She’s a good… good girl.”

At his words she gasped, eyes going wide, seeing me clearly for the first time, my torn suit and bloodied flesh shocking her, as well as my angry eyes. “Kill… me?” she squeaked, only not fleeing because of her first aid on her partner.

“Not sure… how you’ll cover… ahh, this hurts… cover this up… but… if you let her live, she won’t say… anything. You can go far… away. Everyone… wins.”

“You can’t do that!” she cried angrily. “You told me never to compromise on justice! It’s why we’ve been working this case a month, doing endless unpaid overtime…” Scalding tears were wrung from her as she wailed. “… we cracked the case! It’s done! I won’t stop now until you are vindicated!”

“Justice… is for the… living. If you die… it’s over.”

“I won’t kill her, don’t worry.” I said, saddened by this whole mess. Now Shaeula is here, the situation is under control, so if I…

“That’s… a relief. I’ll.. die now. My only regret is… I never did get my wife and daughters… the gifts I planned to…” He shut his eyes, breathing softly.

“No, don’t leave me!” Usui wailed.

“This ending doesn’t suit me. Hey Detective, do you want to live? If so, all I need is one small favour…” I asked, smiling like the Devil, and his eyes opened, his hard gaze meeting mine.

“A favour?”
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Well isn’t this just the cherry on top of the fucking shit sundae we’ve been forced to swallow here. “So, hey again, Shaeula. Wish we could have met under better circumstances.” Aliyah said, eyeing her blood-stained yukata and the sniper rifle levelled at them. “Guess you got Zeta, huh? Never did like that guy. Never liked any of the fuckers really.”

Shaeula cocked her head, her amber eyes curious, and Aliyah felt once more she was truly beautiful. Well, at least I’m getting killed by a total cutie. When you gotta go, go with a smile… Unaware she was thinking exactly the same as her brother, she laughed bitterly, only to cough as her battered ribs protested.

“Zeta? Quite the unusual name. Yes-yes, I was tired of the way he was hurting my Akio, so once I had dealt with the one at the base-base of the hill, I returned here to enact judgement.”

“So you got Eta too then? Fuck me. How can two people… no wait, you ain’t people are you?” her brother realised. “I don’t know what you are, but nobody can throw fireballs and tank bullets like that. It makes perfect sense now. No wonder the brass is putting out these strange requests…”

On listening to Trey, Aliyah realised it too. I see. The unnatural strength of Akio and that shitty turd from Las Vegas. The capture requests on various nutjobs around the world. It all ties together…

“How rude. I am-am a person, a female. Do you doubt me?” She let the rifle fall, spreading her arms wide. “I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, princess of the Seelie Court. I may not-not be a mortal as you are, but Akio loves me as a person, and I see-see myself so.”

“Before this, I would say you were fucking crazy, but after that…” She pointed to the charred corpse of Delta, Epsilon standing beside him, unmoving, so shocked even thoughts of carrying out the mission had fled from him. “… I’d say it makes sense. No wonder you are so fucking sexy. You ain’t human.”

“Rude. Eri and Aiko are beautiful too, are they not-not? One does not-not need to be Fae to be lovely. You are quite pretty yourself, in a feral way.” Shaeula observed. “Though I did-did prefer you when you were naked.”

The fuck? Don’t say that here! Aliyah felt her skin heating up at the memory.

“Naked, just what the hell did you do on that mission?” Trey asked, and she scowled at Travis who was also looking at her inquisitively.

“Nothing. Fuck off. Don’t ask.” She spluttered. “So, what do we do from here?”

There was a snapping sound, followed by a cry of pain which was quickly silenced, and Akio was suddenly beside Shaeula, dragging the limp Epsilon, one of his arms bent at a savage angle. “That’s a good question, isn’t it?” Akio said, dropping his burden to the ground roughly before wiping his bloodstained hands on the remains of his once-tidy suit. “Why don’t you tell me what the fuck you are doing here? And make it convincing, because I am not in a good mood right now.”
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Seeing the sudden fear that crossed their faces, I kept my face impassive. Yes I’m angry, in fact I am incredibly angry. But I know Aliyah, so I’ll give her one chance to explain herself before I deal with her like I did this trash… I glanced at the unconscious man on the ground next to me. I’ve got to keep my cool. I’ve already… at least two are dead. I’ve mixed feelings about it, but few regrets, since they were perfectly happy to murder innocent bystanders…

“So, I’m waiting?” I snapped, as the remaining three enemies were staring at me in silence. “Did you know this shrine is occupied by normal, innocent people? There are schoolkids here for fuck’s sake. If the Detective hadn’t told everyone to stay put when they heard the explosions of those stun grenades, it could be a young girl or two lying dead with bullet holes in them. Is that something you approve of, don’t care about? I’m disappointed in you, Aliyah. I thought you were a professional!”

“What would you know about it?” the big black man snapped. “You think we wanted to involve innocent people? Fuck no. But we don’t run this show, our hands are tied.”

“I see. I see.” Hands are tied, huh? Just following orders… that doesn’t wash with me. “Well, here’s the thing. After the incident on Monday with the yakuza, I made promises. I said that nothing like that would ever happen again, that I’d keep the inhabitants of this place safe… and look at this mess…” I swept my arm, gesturing to the carnage, the fallen bodies… “… is this safe? You’ve made me break my word, made a fucking liar out of me!”

I vented my anger and disgust I was feeling over killing at those in front of me, and they stepped back at the volcanic anger I was spewing, before Aliyah timidly spoke. “I get it. The Black Wolf Company never kills uninvolved women, or ever children. We did try to tell those bastards, but… shit, this is a war, whether you know it or not. People have their eyes on you two, and can you blame them? Have some fucking sense…” Her timidity was boiling away as she rationalised the situation. “… if you want people to be safe, stay away from them! Ain’t you ever fucking heard of subtlety?”

“Uh, sis, you might want to cool it a little…” the big black man, obviously her brother, now I took a better look at him, was saying. “… if he snaps I don’t fancy our chances…”

“Shut the fuck up, Trey. He asked.” she retorted, actually taking several bold steps forwards towards me. She wasn’t holding weapons, so I allowed it. “You think flashy behaviour like Vegas can go unnoticed? It’s like your head is full of air. Hell, you even let your sister and pretty little fiancée get involved. We managed to keep them out of this shitshow, but it’s only a matter of…” She let out a strangled gurgle as I grabbed her by the throat, lifting her easily off the ground. Her brother and the last guy made to move, but Shaeula was there, blocking them.

“He will not-not kill her. But she spoke words that should never be spoken to Akio. Do not-not threaten those he loves. He takes it… poorly.”

“If anyone, anyone at all, ever, ever tries to use my family or friends to get to me… they are dead.” I’ve already killed. My hands are dirty. But the world that is coming will need those with dirty hands to stand up for what is right. And if I have to stain my soul with blood so that those I love can live in peace and stay clean… I’ll do it. I’ll do anything for my family, Eri, Shaeula, those I’ve promised to protect… “… I’ll kill them. And whoever ordered it. And whoever ordered them… right to the top, as far as I need to take it.”

With my free hand I pulled the last of my wind energy into a series of thin blades, pointing, and several hundred metres away one of the light poles split into multiple sections, falling apart, crashing to the ground in a pile of splintered glass and metal. Oops, that’s a few hundred thousand yen wasted… still, I think I’ve made my point…

I tossed Aliyah back to the ground, where she bounced, letting out a shriek as her tortured ribs took an impact. Looking at the fear-filled faces of the others, I made myself adamantly clear. “Even if I can’t get to them now, I’ll grow stronger, and one day… I’ll make them pay a terrible price.”

“Fuck… you nearly suffocated me…” Aliyah rasped, clambering to her feet unsteadily, a ring of bruises already forming around her throat. “… but seriously… I get it. Don’t take it out on us… like I said, we managed to keep your family out of it. But…” She looked around at the chaos. “… now that Plan A fucked up and you’ve proved without a doubt you are what the Military is looking for, even to the point they are prepared to hold a firefight in the middle of a city… no way they’ll let it go. And if Plan A is fucking useless…” She paused meaningfully. “Plan B will be next. No question. Still, that ain’t my problem anymore. Trey, Travis, might as well quit. This guy and his cutie could kill us without breaking a sweat, and I don’t know about you, but I don’t fancy ending up like that lighting rig. I don’t want my funeral to be fucking closed casket…”

With that she turned away and stalked past her surprised brother, still cradling her ribs, heading over to one of the people I knocked out earlier.

“I guess you win.” The guy said, dropping to his knees, his adrenaline rush leaving him spent. His name was Trey, right? “Damn, to think we laughed at that fool Alex getting the Bad Moon Company wiped on a job. Though at least he had a choice, our hands were tied. Shit.” Trey collapsed on his back, looking up at the night sky. “So what now? You’ve bought yourself some time, a team of agents like this isn’t something the US can pull out on Japanese soil every day, but… when they realise this has failed, they’ll start a new strike. Your value has only gone up after this. Shit, maybe you could kill the President if you set your mind to it. Any country would love you as an assassin. The girl too.”

Yeah, I need to see to the safety of Eri, Aiko and our families. But how am I going to explain it? And going up against foreign enemies… hell, there’s no guarantee Japan itself won’t start to covet us…

“First, we need to deal with this mess…” A weary voice broke through my reverie, and I turned to see that the Detective had hobbled over, pale as a ghost, still looking fragile, supported by the limping Officer Usui. “Then… I have an idea. I’ll keep my promise.”

“You shouldn’t be standing yet. My aether stocks were hardly full, and while the resistance on the Material is much weaker inside bodies rather than externally, all I’ve done is patch the critical parts of the wounds. You are still badly hurt.” I had healed up the major blood-vessels and the damage to his internal organs, but he was still holed in the torso and had lost a ton of blood. I’d also reduced the damage to Usui’s leg, though the poor girl was still likely to scar. Maybe later I’ll put it right, if she’ll let me…

“Oh, don’t…” He paused to cough, getting clotting blood out of his system. “… I know it. it hurts like you wouldn’t believe. Still, it’s proof that I’m alive. So I won’t complain…”

“Inspector…” Usui was still sniffling, though her eyes had run dry of tears.

“Thanks for doing something for my Officer too. I’m sure she’ll thank you later.” He coughed a few more times. “Anyway… this isn’t so much a police matter as an international diplomatic shitstorm. Way outside my wheelhouse, to be honest.”

“You got that right.” Trey sighed. “US agents and contractors attacking Japanese citizens on Japanese soil with an arsenal of illegal weapons. In other countries that could even start a damn war!”

“Right. But that isn’t in anyone’s interest, is it? What matters to you, Oshiro-san? What’s your number one priority right now?” the Detective inquired.

It’s obvious, and you know it. “Keeping my family and the people at the shrine safe.” I declared, without a doubt.

“Right. And to do that, keeping this under wraps and dealing with it through… diplomatic channels… is best.”

“Yeah, but how do we do that? I’m just a freelancer at the end of the day. It’s not like I’m connected?”

“Are you an idiot?” I turned to see Officer Usui scowling at me. “Your lawyers were from Chase and the damn Fujiwara house! Apparently Fujiwara is one of the most influential families in the whole of Japan!”

“Indeed.” The Detective agreed. “And I believe one house they are extremely close with is the Tsumura house. They’ve provided the heads of the Ministry of Defence ever since the modern system of politics was instituted, and even before then, they held high miliary office.”

I get it, but it isn’t like I’m actually close to Fujiwara house, they sent the lawyer by themselves!

“Shit, what did you hit poor Manx with, the fucker won’t wake up?” Aliyah shouted, and I saw he was the one I put down by a blast of wind to the skull. Walking over, I bent down beside her and started channelling a little of my dregs of aether, easing his concussion.

“Sorry, he startled me so I slammed him good with a wind blast.”

As Aliyah saw him stirring, his eyelids fluttering, she snorted. “So that shit you were saying in Vegas to that corpulent prick… trying to sound him out to see if he was like you, I reckon?”

I nodded, dusting myself off. “Still, that’s for later. Got to sort out this mess first. I’m afraid you’re going to have a lot of explaining to do for the police and military.”

“No shit.” She shook her head sadly, her hair-beads jingling under her hood. “Guess we’re fucked. But… in a way I’m glad. I don’t give a fuck about you, pretty boy, but I didn’t want to take in Shaeula, and the thought of your sister and fiancée grieving wasn’t one I relished. Still, only in a way though. I’d much rather have had Trey pop a couple in your kneecaps and we dragged you off so we could be free of this shitstorm.”

Surprised by her candour, I laughed. Damn, she’s still as entertaining as she was before. And… I believed her when she said she didn’t want to harm innocents. Perhaps in her line of work she didn’t have a choice. The fucker that shot the Detective and was going to kill the Officer too had it coming, as did the two who sprayed the area down with bullets, knowing they were going to kill. The others… I believed in second chances for a lot of things. As long as my bottom line wasn’t crossed, anyway…

Ignoring the sudden feeling of nausea from thinking of those I had killed, I started pondering my options again, only for Shaeula to pipe up.

“Do you not-not have that invitation to a party at Fujiwara house on Saturday? You had asked me to come, remember? If you call-call the number on the invitation, could you not-not find someone who can deal with this mess?”

That’s a brilliant idea. At the very least I can probably get that lawyer back out… Surveying the scene, my stomach lurched. Yeah, back in prison after only a couple of days. This sucks…


One Hundred And Sixty-Eight


Well, at least I’m not in prison again. Technically speaking, anyway. Thinking back on the whirlwind last few hours, I bit down on an aggrieved sigh. Shaeula had gone to the house and retrieved my invitation, and upon calling the number listed we had been connected to a secretary at Fujiwara house. Thinking I was calling to say I would be attending the gathering on Saturday, they were surprised by my request to be connected to the lawyer, Omori-san.

I was quickly put through to a more important servant, apparently a Butler of the head of Fujiwara house, and after a brief, abridged description of the situation, leaving out any mention of Astral Emperors or their powers, of course, I was then talking to yet another person, this one a man who was supposedly head of something called Fujiwara Security Services. One more explanation, and he was off the phone, promising to take care of matters, and that I was to stay put.

Damn, my life is crazy nowadays. It’s one thing after another. I glanced over at Shaeula, who was cheerfully slurping on some juice, completely unphased by where we were, and shook my head. I guess a princess is comfortable in any circumstances.

After I was off the phone Shaeula had returned with the two other operatives she had taken care of. They weren’t dead, but were in a bad way, all torn up and battered. Speaking of the dead… I confirmed that the one I had struck with Foehn had died as well, and a third was going to die unless he received medical attention quickly. With a sigh I trickled in my aether, digging deep to the dregs, and stabilised him a little. I wasn’t sure if it would be enough, but it gave him a chance at least, which was more than he deserved.

Aliyah, her brother and the others merely sat there, nursing their injuries and making small talk. I had expected them to run, but when I asked Aliyah why they didn’t try and make a break for it, she merely snorted, rolled her eyes and cursed me for a fool. Her brother then gave me a more reasonable explanation.

“Where the hell are we going to go, anyway?” he had said. “Besides, you think we can escape from monsters like you two? Our best option is to be real cooperative about now. Even then… fuck me, we’ll be lucky not to rot in some Japanese prison for the next twenty years…”

“Hey, at least I hear Japanese prisons are pretty fucking swanky.” Aliyah had snorted with laughter, and I had to chuckle a little at that.

I then had to undertake a task I was dreading. Returning to the shrine, I entered, only to find Kana-chan, her family and Marika-chan waiting anxiously for news of what was happening. On seeing me, everyone’s expression brightened, only to pale when they saw the ruined and shredded remains of my suit. Funnily enough Kana-chan had blushed a bright red and looked away, only to keep peeking at my near-topless body.

As Masaji-san asked me what had happened, I swallowed my pride and prostrated myself on the floor in front of them, sincerely repentant. Ignoring their pleas to rise, I rapidly explained the situation, and that I had once more brought danger to the shrine, despite promising only a few days ago this would never happen again. I was about to offer to sever my involvement with them, before a puzzled Masaji-san asked me if they were truly in any real danger.

Well, when I thought about it, the situation wasn’t so clear cut. On seeing that, Kana-chan piped up, saying “We were safe so long as we stayed here, right? Besides, looks like you handled it fine, didn’t you, big bro?”

Damn, their faith in me… it stings a little, especially since… since I had to kill some of the intruders. Still, I wasn’t going to lie to them, and I said that yes, the attackers had no interest in them. But if they’d have investigated the furore then the danger of being hurt or killed was high.

“I don’t think so, Akio-kun.” Kana-chan's mother, Nagi-san interrupted. “I may have married into this family, so unlike them, I’m not so versed in matters of faith and the Kami, but even I can see this is clearly destiny. I believe that you’ll keep us all free from harm. Especially my Kana and Marika-chan, right?”

Kana-chan was embarrassed then, protesting, but at the nodded agreement from everyone else I felt a mixture of equal parts warmth and exasperation. After all, I had every intent of keeping them safe, and even under the face of such an assault, no-one innocent had died. It was close though…

“If you are worried, then seek the favour of the Gods and grow stronger. As you told us that day you first visited the shrine, only power can counter power.” Masaji-san had advised me, and I conceded his point. Getting up off the floor of the shrine, I said my goodbyes, advising them I would give them the full story when I was done. I ruffled Marika-chan’s hair before going, as she looked a little pale, perhaps relieving the trauma of the yakuza attack, and then I left, noticing out of the corner of my eye that Kana-chan looked a little pouty.

As I rejoined Shaeula at the scene of battle, I could see a pair of trucks driving up the hill to the shrine, nondescript vehicles in a mixture of dark tones. Once parked below the shrine they opened up to reveal a dozen men and women wearing expensive-looking suits. They were also armed, many having holstered pistols or other weapons. They didn’t look like people from the military, but the way they carried themselves, they were trained and had seen their share of combat. To think that Fujiwara House effectively had their own private army.

The lead man had been graceful and powerful, standing a head taller than me. There was something about the way he carried himself that made even me wary. On seeing the newcomers, Shaeula had stopped her chatting with Aliyah and joined me to greet the newcomers. One was carrying a medical bag and went over to the fallen agents, calling over several other suited men to help her administer emergency first aid.

“Quite the scene here.” The man had looked around, his dark gaze intense, not missing a detail. “Still, seeing is believing.” He held out one muscular arm in a handshake, and I had taken it. The unusual gesture surprised me at the time, but thinking back it might have been a test, considering how hard he gripped my hand. Still, his strength, while formidable, was nothing compared to an Astral Emperor candidate like me who had honed myself over the last month and a half.

“I am Ueno Junichiro, head of Fujiwara Security Services.” He had introduced himself, and I realised I had spoken to him on the phone earlier. He went on to explain, as his guards secured the area and administered first aid to the fallen, that he had made the necessary arrangements and that agents from Fujiwara Security were already making the trip to Nishimorioka to provide undercover security to my family, as well as Eri’s, until I had met with Fujiwara-sama on Saturday to discuss more… permanent… provisions.

“That is just-just wonderful.” Shaeula had said, knowing I worried so. “You have our thanks.”

At her looks and praise, Ueno-san had paused for a moment, before shrugging it off. He had advised me that the Counter-Terrorism department of the SDF would be sending a unit for pick-up of these individuals shortly, and at that Treyvon let out a bitter sigh and Aliyah stared at the sky, forlorn.

“Well, if… these four could be treated with a bit more kindness, I’d appreciate it.” I had said, surprising them. “I have no intention of forgiving them, but at the least they tried to keep innocents and my family out of it. Coming after me is bad, but at least Shaeula and I can protect ourselves.” On hearing my family and Eri’s were going to be protected, even for now, it was as if a lump of frozen ice had melted in my chest, and I started to feel almost forgiving…

“No fucking kidding.” Aliyah had exclaimed then. “But I’m grateful. I doubt I’ll ever get the chance to pay you back, but, fuck, if I escape being tortured that’d be just lovely.”

“I suspect if you are cooperative, that won’t be necessary.” Ueno-san had remarked, looking amused. Turning his attention back to me, he made me a surprising offer. “And as for protecting yourselves… have you considered working for me? I pay very competitively, and I’ve never seen such… well, carnage is the best way to describe it.”

We had declined in good humour, and it was then one of the security personnel brought over some stretchers to evacuate the Detective to hospital, as his weakness had now caught up with him. As two men brought him over, he had smiled a little, as if to reassure the hobbling, still shell-shocked Officer by his side.

“I’ll do what I promised.” The Detective assured me. “But in exchange…”

I had agreed then, sealing our pact, and as he was carried away along with Officer Usui to one of the vehicles, I had shared a glance with Shaeula. She had merely returned a smile, telling me that whatever decision I made, she would support me.

Yeah, I’m reaping the consequences of… what was it that Aliyah had said… oh yes, ‘had I ever fucking heard of subtlety?’ Seeing my gaze on her, Shaeula put down her juice and yawned cutely. “Are you concerned, Akio? Do not-not be. I am here with you.”

Reaching over I took her small hand, feeling her warmth. Steeling myself for what was to come next, the ornate panelled walls and expensive artwork of this room deep in the Ministry of Defence building in Ichigaya exerting a noticeable pressure on my psyche, I remembered what had happened next.

With the vehicle containing the injured Detective and Officer pulling away down the hill, I realised I could hear the thrumming of helicopters. That was unusual over the city, so when I saw the pair of sleek military transport helicopters approaching the hill, I knew it was related to us. I remember thinking that Kana-chan would have a lot more to explain away at school the next day…

The Fujiwara people quickly used flares to mark a landing site, and I was once more impressed by how well they coordinated with actual military. The helicopters landed, the backwash from their rotors stirring Shaeula’s yukata. Once they were down, the ramps dropped and soldiers flooded out, well-armed and professional. On seeing us and Ueno-san, the highest ranking Officer in the detachment had come over.

“Ueno-san, thanks for your call. What’s the sitrep here?” he had asked, and I was impressed by his bearing. His insignia was two bars and three stars, and while I didn’t know much about JSDF ranks, that was quite high up. Of course, I now know he’s a Colonel in Counter-Terrorism, he told me during the helicopter ride over here, when he had the grace to at least give me a jacket to cover my upper body…

“Looks like a foreign snatch-and-grab on our precious citizens.” Ueno-san had said solemnly. “Luckily for us, our boy here is quite the fighter. Puts a lot of mine to shame. Anyway, two hostiles dead, more dying unless they get seen to quickly. Best get a move-on if you want to pump them for intel.

The Colonel had looked around at the bodies, seeing scattered rifles, knives and other implements of war. Shaking his head, he quickly ordered his men to load up the prisoners. Some went over to seize Aliyah and the rest roughly, and she started cursing them to be more gentle with her injuries, but they ignored her.

“Uh, I don’t think they are that good at English.” I had said, translating her complaints and at least getting them to take care.

“Well, my job is done then, for now.” Ueno-san said as the last hostiles were cuffed and bagged. “I shall see you on Saturday, no doubt, Oshiro-san, Dannan-san. And don’t worry about your family, our Security Services are the best there is.”

With that he and his remaining men and women withdrew in their last vehicle, leaving us alone with the Colonel.

“So, what now?” I had asked. My answer was the Colonel politely inviting me and Shaeula to visit the Ministry of Defence right now to talk to his superiors. I had asked if I was under arrest, getting really bad déjà vu, but again apparently I was not, just an honoured and important guest. After that we had rode the helicopter back to the Ministry of Defence, Shaeula enjoying her second ride in such a vehicle, and this was how we ended up here, waiting for whatever would happen next…

I really hope Omori-san was called. I think I’d feel more comfortable with a lawyer…

Just as I was thinking that the door opened, and three people came in. The first was an older man, perhaps in his early sixties, with steel-grey receding hair and piercing dark eyes. He was quite muscular still, and gave off an overbearing presence of expecting to be obeyed. Behind him came a younger man, in his forties maybe, but he had a similar appearance to the first man, though he was less intense, and his hair was a dark brownish-black. Related to the first man, I’d imagine.

The last was a tidy woman in her twenties or thirties, in military dress uniform, her rank badge that of an NCO, one even I recognised, the three lines of a sergeant first class.

“Well then.” The older man said, pulling out a seat and sitting down, the other man beside him, while the sergeant remained standing behind them, prim, proper and to attention. “Introductions are in order, are they not? I am Tsumura Katsuro, head of the noble Tsumura house, and current Minister of Defence and honorary head of the Japanese Armed Forces.”

Damn. This guy… he’s important all right. Now, how do I talk my way out of this mess? Shaeula gave my hand a gentle squeeze of reassurance as I met his steely gaze with a hard one of my own. I’ve got to keep the initiative…
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Tsumura-san continued. “This is my son, Minoru. He is my Vice-Minister. Very well, now that introductions are done, down to business.”

“And who is the female?” Shaeula suddenly asked, and Tsumura-san waved off the question. “She is my secretary. Pay her no mind. She is trustworthy and will not leak any information revealed here.”

Shaeula didn’t look too pleased at that, but she maintained her silence, only giving me a quick glance to ascertain my opinion. Well, I guess he’d know. Still…

“So, I was wondering when my lawyer is getting here?” I asked, and Tsumura-san gave a little smile, though there was scant humour in it.

“He will not be coming. After all, this is not a criminal matter, but a matter of national security and international politics. Having the police and media involved is of little benefit to us.” He then spoke to his secretary. “Once we are done here, make a call to the media and explain the attack was a yakuza retaliation, and all the perpetrators are in custody, with no innocent civilian casualties.”

“Of course, Tsumura-sama.” She bowed deeply.

“In that case, we are free to go then?” I interjected, getting another, slightly more irritated smile in response.

“Of course you may leave. However…” Tsumura-san was serious, and beside him his son Minoru-san frowned as if to tell me to listen carefully. “… in all seriousness, there is no benefit to walking away now. For either of us. Let me be clear. We have an idea of the situation you find yourself in. We are hardly as ignorant of these strange new gifts…” The word was said with a mix of irritation and wonder. “… as you would think. And neither are our allies.”

Yeah, the US has been our friend and ally ever since the war. It’s a huge deal them having hidden agents and committing effectively what are terrorist acts on our soil…

“You have appeared on their radar, and they found you valuable enough to risk this… catastrophe.” He continued, his piercing gaze pressuring me, but I steeled myself and met it unblinking, trying to keep as much of the initiative as I could.

“Quite frankly, the situation has many demerits, but since you managed to escape unscathed, or largely so…” He observed my state under the flight jacket I was wearing. “… it gives us an opportunity. Now, let me be serious.” He leaned forwards, intense. “I have an obligation to my nation. It is twofold, though they do not conflict. As a great noble house, the Tsumura have been instrumental in military affairs since the Edo period. We survived the Great War because we had to, lest all the finest traditions of Japan be lost forever. So we nobles, along with the shrines, temples and the Imperial Family, have a duty to uphold this. I will not bore you with the details, as Fujiwara-sama will likely discuss this with you on Saturday, but just know that we exist to safeguard the best of Japan and its legacy. In addition to the burden of nobility, I also carry the pride of the military, and my duty is to prevent foreign enemies and internal agitators from causing chaos in this land. So as you can see…” His humourless smile was back. “… these events are clearly under my purview.”

“You should stop pressuring them, father.” Minoru-san advised. “When you are lecturing, it can get intense… huh?” He trailed off, realising Shaeula was only giving his father half her attention, the other half focussed on her juice and a tray of snacks, while I was holding firm, my Resilience keeping my mind clear.

I see, so we were supposed to be intimidated. The situation is pretty imposing for a normal guy like me, I guess. Still, knowing I’m not going to be facing criminal charges and that they clearly need something from us, I have a fair few good cards to play in negotiating my way through this mess. Besides, he’s an important man for sure, but is Tsumura-san any more amazing than Shaeraggo, or hell, even Shaeula herself? I move in exalted circles now, surprisingly enough…

“I get the point.” I said, cutting to the chase, just wanting to get back to the shrine and put my thoughts in order about the events that had just taken place. “So, why don’t we be clear with each other? What are you looking for from me, from us?” And what can you offer us in return? I didn’t say it out loud, but a shrewd politician from a powerful family would clearly read the unspoken implication.

“Let me be clear. Fujiwara-sama and the other two great noble houses have been looking into the matter of these strange abilities ever since our connections in the shrines and temples started making note of them. Most people are unaware, yet mystical, otherworldly powers are nothing new in countries as old as ours. Though newer countries such as the United States or those that have allowed their religions to wipe away the old order have likely completely excised, or at the least driven deep underground, their own practitioners. Still…” he allowed. “… such powers have always been feeble, mere tricks and trifles. Barely worth the effort to catalogue or research. We thought this new surge of the unknown was merely following that course, perhaps a small evolution. But…” He was looking directly at me, brooking no denial. “…that is not the case. The shrines, through an old friend, told us that there were now those awakened that had real, tangible powers that defied belief. And on seeing you, I know that to be true.”

Shaeula yawned beside me. “This is all-all very well, but my Akio is the victim here. He may be strong, but he is not-not some monster. He needs his rest. Please tell us what you wish, and what you shall-shall offer us in return, so that we may take to our beds.”

Cutting to the chase as always I see. The secretary paled, aghast, while Minoru-san looked away. For a moment Tsumura-san was frozen, before he suddenly laughed, breaking the tension. “My apologies, girl. No, Dannan-san was it not? This old man has a habit of over-explaining. It is a military thing.”

“Call me Shaeula. I do not-not hold to these honorifics. Very well, ask us your needs.”

“Fine then. I will let Fujiwara-sama explain what the nobles seek from you. As for me, I am a military man, so let me be blunt. You are deemed valuable enough for the Americans to activate a hidden cell of agents to capture you and even bring in mercenaries onto our soil, staging a pitched battle in Tokyo. And I need to know why. Knowledge is what we lack, even our old friend Takakura-san is not fully versed in the details of the new paradigm we face. Without knowledge, an army is useless.”

That’s true. It doesn’t matter how strong you are, if you don’t know about abilities like Haru-san’s light, even the powerful can be taken down with ease…

At my understanding nod, he continued. “We have several confirmed gifted, to coin a phrase, in the JSDF. In a compliment of some two hundred and fifty thousand that seems rather feeble. Of course there may be more hiding their gifts, and I cannot say I blame them, as originally they were treated as though they had broken under the stress of the army. Now we know that is not the case, and they have been reassigned so we can explore their powers. They are however… not particularly impressive.”

Makes sense. Even with the potential Astral Emperor's I’ve come across, there’s been a big variation in their skills and abilities. “I see.” I allowed. “So you feel we must be significantly more powerful, if the USA has taken notice of us?”

“Exactly.” Tsumura-san nodded. “In addition, I feel you know far more about this whole mess than us. Let me be frank. The two of you defeated a professional team of armed agents, supported by mercenaries. As the Minister for Defence, if this did not concern me, I would be a fool, no?”

“This is all very well.” I sighed. “But I’m learning that sharing information carelessly has harsh consequences. It’s why I’m in this mess. So you’ll excuse me if I’m not too eager to share more.” I’ve been way too careless. It put my family and those I protect in danger. That is the one thing I can’t tolerate.

“Of course. Even a cursory name-search brings up this…” He gestured to his secretary and she passed over a tablet with a story about Shaeula winning a slots jackpot in Las Vegas. “… and there were other strange events around this time that has your hand in it. So, let me be frank. I believe we can help each other.”

I nodded for him to continue, so he did. “The US are still our friends, this incident will not change that. It cannot. We have China making increasingly threatening moves, and other parts of the world are suffering instability. There are fifty thousand US Military personnel on Japanese soil, and their support is crucial in the Asian arena. But they overreached, and crossed a line they should never have. Not that it will ever be made public, hence why you have no crimes to answer for. Nothing happened. Though of course, in private the US has a lot of explaining to do, and I expect that several trade deals, mutual cooperation pacts that have been on hold, and exchanges of mutual aid will be approved rapidly, to our profit. But what we need most right now is knowledge.”

Yeah, knowledge is power, it’s why Shaeula’s Mystic Eyes are so valuable. Even the information I got from Exposition-san was very helpful, even if it has a lot of holes and glaring omissions in it. My Examination Skills are likewise information gathering tools…

“And you believe I’m holding such knowledge? If I was, the price would be high, wouldn’t it?” I’m not going to let him push me around for making this mess go away, after all, he admits it is in his and Japan’s interest too.

As Shaeula was snorting at my courage, Tsumura-san agreed. “Yes, but imagine this. If someone as … gifted… as you was to assassinate a President or high-ranking person from another country, it could lead to war. A Third World War. Nobody benefits from that. Not with such weapons as humanity possesses this time. However, just as Fujiwara-sama is likely to offer you a fair trade, I will too. Firstly, money. The US always tries to solve things with dollars, so I expect we will receive plenty of charitable aid from their military slush funds. You will of course get your share. The second is that we will pressure then to cease their attempts to acquire you. I cannot promise they will stop, if you are as valuable as I believe, but it will most certainly delay them, and make them think carefully.”

“Fine.” Money is helpful as it can give my loved ones a better life, and allow me to expand my Material Territory, which now I’m coming up to Rank three is worth it. Still, better is protecting them via the highest power the country possesses. Fujiwara Security is great and all, but… “I could use a few other things as well though. Since we are trading valuable information.”

Minoru-san winced and the secretary looked rattled, but I thought I caught a brief flash of respect and pleasure on the face of Tsumura-san, though it was quickly masked. “Oh, make your offer then.”

I exchanged a glance with Shaeula, and she nodded, reading my thoughts from my face. “In that case… the mercenaries, Aliyah and her brother. Go easy on them. At some point I’d like to talk to them too, but I’m not foolish enough to interfere with what you need to do. Still, they knew about my family and didn’t give any real intel on them to the agents. I owe them for that, and I pay what I owe.”

“I see.” Tsumura-san pondered it for a moment. “I can respect that. I would much rather work with someone who is trustworthy and honours their debts. That is the Japanese way, the noble way. I am pleased you are one such. Fujiwara-sama will be pleased too. Is that all?”

Now this one’s a hard sell, but I had been considering a trip to the US to do this, so it all works out… “I’d also like access to some military items… proper anti-ballistic fabrics to make clothing, better security systems for my Territory… err, home, and lastly… guns..”

“Guns?” Tsumura-san raised an eyebrow at that. “Japanese gun laws are strict indeed, I cannot let a civilian just carry weapons. The others… that is doable. And why would you even need them?”

“Actually I just want to assemble and disassemble a variety of models a number of times. As to why… well, we are trading information, so I’ll give you a free taste. Let’s just say it’ll benefit me, just not here.” Shaeula’s pinwheels are the best thing I’ve designed, but I don’t have the skill to use them, and neither do most of my troops… but if we could manufacture guns in the Boundary and equip the weaselkin with them…

Just imagining massed rifle-fire with elementally-enhanced guns was enough to make me think I could conquer most foes. And I won’t be alone in thinking this. Other candidates will be pushing similar agendas… Besides, with my excellent memory and perception now, once I’d done it a few times I should be able to make replicas of the parts in the Boundary easily enough, and with that mad scientist Ixitt and our new dwarven friend who was only available for three moons, now was the perfect time to go on a forging spree.

“I see. A very strange request. But one we can accommodate. Minoru, fetch some firearms.” As his son scuttled off, Tsumura-san turned to his secretary. “Show him the profiles of the two.”

I wonder if he means the two candidates they have in the military? My thoughts were confirmed as the tablet displayed a pair of profiles, both males in their early twenties. Shaeula glanced at the tablet then went back to eating, after giving an unimpressed snort. On seeing that, Tsumura-san smiled, and this time it looked genuine.

“I see your girl is unimpressed. Oh, by the way, a message from Fujiwara-sama, before I forget. The fire that destroyed her and her family's documents… a terrible shame. Still, it somehow went unreported, but now the records have been amalgamated, so there should be no further issues. A shame, it seems other families lost their records too. Do you have any other distant relatives perchance?”

Fishing much? Still, I’m grateful that Shaeula doesn’t have to worry about her identity here anymore. After all, if the police dug too much it’d come to light… anyway, I was planning to upgrade the Throne Of Heroes as soon as the Anchor is done, so… “Why yes. I believe Shaeula has some other relatives who might be unearthed.”

“Fascinating. Anyway, what do you think of our brave soldiers? They would be world record holders in any sport of their choosing, but I still can’t see them fighting off a group of trained agents.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” Their numbers were good, no doubt, but they didn’t seem to have any obvious special powers like Kondou had. Either that or they were hiding their trump cards, which wasn’t a bad idea. I’d be keeping most of mine under wraps here. I’d put their stats in the range of between a hundred and a hundred and fifty… impressive enough, but…

“I can see you are not intimidated. I would be grateful if you could both run the same tests they did, to make a baseline comparison, and to give me an idea of why the Americans thought you so valuable.”

“Fine. I’ve no reason to refuse since I’m getting benefits. I do appreciate mutual wins, but I don’t take well to being cheated.” I warned.

“Rest assured, both I and Fujiwara-sama are only interested in protecting Japan and its heritage. Work with us and perhaps a new noble house can be born, the Oshiro house. We have been trying to bring in fresh blood that understands the importance of the old traditions.”

Now that’s tempting. But not enough for me to risk it all. After all, the average Japanese person only thinks of the nobility as some old, very rich houses owning tons of land and businesses. Though they seem to have much more influence than I thought…

Shaeula snorted again, obviously less impressed, as she was a noble herself, but I merely smiled back noncommittally. And with that, we were taken to a gymnasium, where Shaeula and I ran through a series of lifting, punching, sprinting, cognitive and puzzle tests. As the secretary was recording the results her face was becoming more and more strained, as numbers that exceeded the possible were continuously racked up.

“I can see how you crushed those agents.” Minoru-san observed, as he had returned with a dozen guns ranging from pistols through shotguns and sniper rifles. There was even a cycling grenade launcher, which was a sight to see. “That punch force can shatter bone easily enough. Hell, it can punch through metal.”

“I don’t understand why you seem so much stronger than the other two right now.” The secretary spoke up for the first time. “It’s like children versus adults. Even the girl makes them look like trash…”

Like trash? Ouch. I wisely decided not to comment on that, as Minoru-san started walking me through the disassembly process of the various guns. He looked pleased at my surprise, and told me that he was a soldier too, and had served before working with his father.

“Even so…” Tsumura-san stroked his chin, deep in thought. “It cannot just be your strength that motivated the Americans. The two dead agents… their deaths were unusual.”

All right. so long as I keep the Boundary under wraps for now, I can let slip a bit more. There were targets for shooting set up in one corner of the gymnasium, as well as targets for archery. On seeing the bows I let slip a little grin, and Tsumura-san didn’t miss that. “Are you a practising archer?” he asked, and I shook my head.

“No, but my sister does traditional archery, she really loves it. It just made me think of her.”

“Such Arts are ones we wish to preserve against the changing times. Swordcraft and Spearcraft too. Our family has long passed down some traditional Arts, yet fewer and fewer of our sons and daughters take it up.” He looked at his son, who shrugged. “The rise of firearms killed it off, alas. But there is still value in preserving it, even if some troublesome children take it too far.”

“I’m studying the spear and sword myself.” I admitted.

“You are? Fascinating. Anyway, my question stands…”

“Shaeula?” I asked her, interrupting her as she was solving complicated block puzzles. Lifting one small hand she channelled wind, and the target at the end of the room was split into pieces, leaving everyone stunned.

“I’d do the same with fire, but I don’t want to set off the smoke alarms.” I grinned, though the real reason was I was largely tapped out after the battle.

“Was that… some sort of telekinesis?” the secretary asked, stunned.

“Hardly. It was the elemental wind.” Shaeula disagreed. “Though I shall not-not speak of it, unless Akio allows.”

“I think you can see it isn’t just strength that a gifted can have.” I declared, still working on the guns, sliding parts together for the sniper rifle. “As for any more information… I think I want to hear what Fujiwara-san has to say before I make any decisions.”

Tsumura-san nodded, still looking at the split target, and the faint gashes in the wall behind. “That is reasonable. Thank you, you have answered my concerns. As an assassin, the two of you would be without price. Able to kill from a distance yet completely unarmed…” He swallowed, perhaps imagining what would happen if we turned the wind on him. “I shall be at the gathering on Saturday, so we can talk more then.” He turned to his secretary and asked her to make arrangements for us to be transported home.

I spent some time finishing up with the guns, and then we were shown out back to an expensive military car, ready to whisk us to Shirohebizumi shrine. Before we left, Tsumura-san exchanged some final words. “You are wise to keep information on your abilities secret. The nobility and shrines here have made the same decision, and the Diet likewise, those that know. Other countries will be doing the same. But cracks… cracks are already starting to show in the secrecy. You should make allies, before it is too late. The US will hardly be the last that comes after you. Remember that.”

Yeah, don’t I know it. Enemies here and in the Boundary. The only way to be safe is to be so strong and well-connected nobody can threaten us. Perhaps this was a good step towards that goal. Now I’m looking forwards to Saturday… but shit, my suit is ruined. I’ll need to get a new one…


One Hundred And Seventy – Chapter Contains R18/Adult Content


After a fitful night of poor sleep, during which I had a number of nightmares that I could only remember vague flashes of, muddy sketches of emotion and dark colour, I opened my eyes to the light streaming through my window. Shaeula was beside me as always, and while all we’d done was sleep, I wondered briefly what was the point of her having her own bed. Seriously, what a luxurious problem I’m having, that I’m complaining about such a beautiful girl sleeping in my bed. Managing a dry chuckle, the humour forced, I checked the clock. It was just after nine in the morning.

“Oh well, might as well get breakfast ready.” I muttered, and Shaeula stirred, her eyelids fluttering, before she slipped back into slumber. Looking down on her, I tried to push aside the lingering misgivings from yesterday. I did what I had to do. It was justified. They.. they were going to kill innocent people. And what would they do to Shaeula if they caught her? Lurid images of old movies where aliens were dissected in gleaming laboratories crossed my mind, and I felt nausea once more, my guts lurching. Turning on the tap in the kitchen I quickly gulped down handfuls of cold water, settling my stomach. Wiping at my mouth, I continued to prepare breakfast.

Last night was rough. I’m not used to negotiations with important people, though they did seem to listen to me and my wants. Perhaps that’s the Majesty at work? I don’t know… Still, one thing was clear, and it was something I had pondered on, and would likely have the chance to discuss tomorrow, if this Fujiwara-san was as great as everyone said. Maybe he should be Fujiwara-sama then? That's what everyone addressed him as. No, that would weaken my own position, showing too much deference. I need to remember I have valuable knowledge, contacts and power. I can’t let people walk all over me for no reason.

Still, I had been indiscreet repeatedly. Always for good reasons, or so I thought, and I’d gained many benefits, but… also many enemies. But even if I had been discreet, Exposition-san had estimated there would be a few thousand others like me in Japan alone. That meant there could be anything up to fifty or even a hundred thousand worldwide. The population of a medium-sized town sure didn’t seem a lot, but, to keep everything secret with that many voices…

It doesn’t matter what I do, sooner or later this is going to be exposed to the world. As of now it seems largely confined to those who already had influence or legacy knowledge, such as the shrines and temples, and those who can easily access information, such as governments, but… While I suspected the Astral Emperor candidates would fall into three categories… no, actually four… it would only take one to do something in the public eye that couldn’t be covered up to crack everything wide open.

Some will refuse the call. Most will be smart enough to try and keep it largely secret as I had. Some… alas… will have already died. And the last group… There were always idiots who sought fame over security and safety. I expected governments and agencies would try and keep it all under wraps, at least for now, so they could monopolise the benefits, hence why Shaeula and I were targeted, but those with exceptional Skills and abilities would not be so easily leashed…

As I worked, deep in thought, Shaeula was suddenly behind me, padding out on bare feet, yawning cutely. “Akio, good morning indeed. Did you sleep well? Wait, do not-not answer that, I can see that you have not-not.” She put her arms around me, and I could smell her scent, sweet and calming. “Talk to me. I am here.”

With a sigh I turned to face her, kissing her gently. “Sorry for worrying you. I am fine, I promise. I know I did the right thing, and that the agents had crossed the line and deserved to die. They were only doing their jobs, they might have argued, but… anyway. I know in my head it was justified, but even so… the human heart is a complicated thing. But I’ll get over it, I know. After all…” I laughed a bit falsely, my tone a touch shrill. “My Resilience is off the charts. I’ll recover in no time!”

Shaeula looked up into my eyes, before nodding a little. “I see-see. Well, I shall endeavour to do my best to comfort you, have no-no fear. However, I do not-not understand the guilt in the way you do. The Seelie Court has been at war with the Unseelie for many-many long centuries, as well as the Wild Hunt and other foes. Death, killing and battle are no strangers to us, though until I came to this land, I had not-not been involved in fighting. Still, I believe they deserved their fates, so my words might offer you little solace.” She kissed me again, tenderly, just a fleeting brush of our lips. “I suggest you seek-seek aid from Eri later. She will understand and know what to say.”

Eri huh? “It’s not that I don’t want to, but… I’d be ashamed to tell her I’ve killed someone. No, not one. Two. Honestly, ever… ever since we were kids, I’ve always wanted to appear as someone she can respect and admire, who’ll keep her safe. To have her know… well, I won’t say I’m a murderer, because I’m not, but a killer anyway…. I don’t like it.”

“Foolish Akio.” Shaeula rapped my head with her knuckles, the way she stretched to make it happen terribly cute. “If Eri, or Aiko, or I… if we were in danger and there in front of you, you would not-not hesitate, even if you feared we would disapprove. I know this. So do not-not be a fool. Simply tell her of the lives you saved and the price it cost, and she shall-shall surely understand and comfort you.”

I see. That simple, huh? I often forgot, since my current life was packed full of crazy events every day, but it had only been mere weeks since I had started dating Eri, and days for Shaeula, even if Boundary time lengthened this somewhat. Shrugging, I turned my attention back to breakfast after ruffling her hair affectionately, and soon we were digging in to quite the morning feast…
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“We have a ton to do today, at least I do. So, what are your plans?” I asked Shaeula, as I finished washing up.

“I shall accompany you, of course.” Shaeula answered. “But first I shall take a bath. Yesterday was quite-quite the ordeal.”

As Shaeula headed off for the bathroom, I once more mused on how spending all the cash to get a massive bath put in was totally worth it. Taking my phone I fired off a quick message to Karen-chan, getting a response that she was at one of my new hotels, dealing with a few bits of administrative work. Damn, I’m starting to feel she needs a pay rise. And some assistants…

Stepping out into the morning sun, I decided to once more pay a visit to the shrine to apologise again. They had absolved me of any blame last night, but even so, my guilt wasn’t so easily squashed. On arriving at the shrine I was greeted by Nagi-san and Daichi-san, and before I could get out an apology, Daichi-san spoke first.

“Ah, Oshiro-san, excellent timing.” He smiled at me, more warmly than I would have expected. “We had been meaning to speak to you.”

“I see. Before you do, I’d once again like to apologise for…” I began, but Nagi-san cut me off.

“Now, now, Akio-kun. No need for that. We understand you feel guilty, but you handled the danger without us being put in harm’s way, so I feel, and Daichi and father-in-law agree, that you kept your word. So…” She turned to her husband, who nodded.

“We’ve decided, Oshiro-san. We will do as you have requested and sign over the shrine to you.”

Wait, what? This came out of nowhere, they were so hesitant before. The timing is perfect, as we have nearly finished the Anchor upgrade, but still…

Seeing my hesitation, Daichi-san smiled. “Don’t worry, my father also agrees. To be honest… it was our daughter who persuaded us. She seems to have a lot of faith in you, Oshiro-san, so don’t let her down. Besides… having seen more of Shaeula around the shrine, I can’t help but wonder what it would be like if the White Snake Kami could walk the Earth as well. You did say it could be done by Christmas, if I remember?”

Kana-chan, huh? Shaeula mentioned she had started training her ahead of schedule, perhaps that motivated her to push her parents.

“I think so. Perhaps even sooner, but I’m not promising.” I answered, knowing that using up a precious slot on a Throne Of Heroes was a tough choice to make. I had ideas for several I wanted to designate as a Hero, but my final choice would have to wait. “So… if you are really sure about this, then have you chosen a lawyer? If not Karen-chan can sort you out with one, as well as the required funds.” Sorry Karen-chan, I’ll make it up to you, I promise! I’ll leave you a bottle of good booze in your office.

“I’ll speak to her.” Daichi-san agreed. “There was one other matter though, that I hope you will look favourably on.” He paused, looking a little unsure, glancing at his wife. Nagi-san smiled broadly, looking at me earnestly.

“We won’t speak of it now, but in addition to keeping your word and not misusing the shrine or cheating us, we would ask… no, never mind. Later.” Nagi-san shook her head. “Speaking of other matters, Kana is having a group of friends from school over on Sunday, and she was hoping that you’d be kind enough to give her some money so that she can buy drinks and snacks, and let them use your home, since it has a lot of stuff to play with? It’s an impertinent request, I know, but surely you won’t refuse a cute girl like my Kana?” She fluttered her eyelashes at me flirtatiously, but I knew she was joking as her husband was standing right there.

“Kana will come ask you herself, as is proper.” Daichi-san elaborated. “But since you are here now we thought we would ask. On another note, Kana has managed to speak to Kikuchi-san, one of her classmates, and the daughter of Hisuikomushi shrine. Her father has agreed to meet with us on Sunday. So consider this a reward for her hard work.”

The priest at Hisuikomushi? Excellent. He’s an Astral Emperor candidate, and his shrine will be in my domain when the Anchor upgrades. Plus I need to resettle the Jade Beetle Kami there as promised. If he can help me with that… Smiling broadly, I pulled out a few ten thousand yen notes from my wallet and passed them to Nagi-san. “That's no problem, I’ll make sure Shaeula and I are out of the way on Sunday then. You can tell her she’s done a good job.”

“I think if you tell her yourself she’d be more appreciative. Besides, I don’t think there’s any need to make yourself scarce. It is your home now, and Kana might appreciate showing you off… err, having a man about the place to chaperone them all. ” Nagi-san said slyly. “Anyway, thank you again for looking out for us. I know you think that you brought danger onto us, so it doesn’t count but… look at poor Hisuikomushi shrine. Who can say that wouldn’t have been us, without your interventions?”

We finished up our conversation, and as I left to retrieve Shaeula and head into Tokyo proper, I pondered those words. Yeah, the White Snake Kami would be a target for sure… either enslaved by Kiku or worse… maybe, just maybe, I’ve saved them by being here. At least, can I believe that?
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Back at home, Shaeula and I were relaxing after a busy day. I had gone to a rather expensive tailor in central Tokyo and spent several hours having a suit fitted. It was an off-the-shelf job rather than tailor made, and after several hours of being used as a dummy and a hefty rush payment, I would be picking it up before the party tomorrow. Of course, my expenditure didn’t stop there, with shirts, ties and accessories for me, as well as more clothing for Shaeula added to our purchases.

One pleasant surprise I found when I went to pay was that my account balance was significantly higher, and Shaeula told me gleefully she had been using my online accounts to gamble while she was playing games and watching anime, and had won significant sums. She wouldn’t stop bragging until I had stroked her head and praised her, so after that we went out for a meal.

A different surprise was when, during said dinner, my phone beeped, a notification from my new Midas Gold banking app alerting me to a transaction. Thinking it was probably Karen-chan sorting out the money for something, I didn’t think much of it, until… even thinking about this leaves me feeling a mix of equal parts discomfort and awe…

On checking the app, I found that there had been a deposit of ten million… but it wasn’t in yen, that was ten million US dollars! A billion yen! The payment was marked from ‘International Compensatory Fund, Charitable Division’, but it had clearly come from the Ministry of Defence, probably by way of the USA. They certainly didn’t waste any time gouging the US over the incident. Not that I can blame them. Idly I wondered how much the country had profited if I alone made a billion yen.

After that the Tokyo fund manager for Midas Gold called to congratulate me and offer numerous high-value investment products, which I declined for now, but would have to revisit later, and I even received a text from Ms Connors, congratulating me and saying that while she expected me to meet their high expectations, it was a surprise that it happened so quickly. I guess news travels fast…

Anyway, after all that and a few other minor distractions, I was now watching Shaeula play one of her games, admiring her beauty. Checking my watch, I saw that it was late enough that Eri should be back from school. Not relishing making the call, but admitting to myself I was hoping to get some kind words of forgiveness, the reality of the acts I had committed weighing on me, I quickly dialled the number I knew without even needing to go to my contacts.

When Eri’s voice greeted me, bright and happy that I had called her, it did feel like a small weight had lifted. We exchanged greetings, talking about her day, and about how hard she was working both at school and in the Boundary. It still worried me that she was there alone, only the attendants of Chairoakitara shrine to assist her, but since she was unharmed it proved she was doing her best to be careful.

“All right then.” Eri said finally, as our conversation started to run dry. “While I’m always happy to hear from you, there’s something else, isn’t there? I can tell. You seem a bit distracted.”

No fooling Eri, I guess. She’s been watching me closely for more than a decade. “Well… yeah, I guess. So, yesterday evening…” I spoke, hesitantly at first, but with growing intensity as she listened avidly, only speaking to make affirming noises when required. When I was done, there was a long interval of silence from both of us, before Eri finally spoke.

“You know…” she began, her voice expressing no hesitation, calm and composed. “… I’m not as nice a girl as everyone thinks. People are even making fun of me at school now over that, now I talk to more people and say what’s on my mind.” I could imagine her pouting at that, cheeks puffed out in disquiet, and I smiled myself at the thought. “If it came down to it, and it was a straight choice between your life and a stranger's, or Aiko’s, or Shaeula’s… or mother, father… uncle and auntie… I may be heartless, but it isn’t even really a choice. Now I know what you are going to say…” She cut me off before I could voice my own rebuttal. “… that this isn’t that situation, that you directly killed these people to save someone else’s life. And I say… who cares? Don’t get me wrong…” She paused, and I could hear the first tremor in her voice.

“… I don’t feel good at the thought that you’ve killed someone. But if you ever think it’s because I’m scared of you, or hate you, I’m going to be seriously angry with you!” she avowed. “From what you’ve told me, the situation justified it. If I was that policewoman, about to be murdered, if someone killed the attacker to save me, I’d get down on my knees and thank them. After all, if I died, those who love me would be the ones to suffer, right?”

“But I didn’t have to kill them, I might have been able to…”

“I’m getting seriously annoyed right now.” Eri broke in. “I wasn’t there so maybe you didn’t have to, but… those who are prepared to kill have to be prepared to die, right? I’ve been going to the Boundary for a few days now, and I’ve taken up weapons and killed. Sure, they were all just strange monsters, but even so. I know I have that sin, and I’ll keep doing it, because it’s the only way to stand by your side, to be safe in this changing world. All that matters is you did it to help others, not out of evil intentions. I know it’s burdening you, and I wish I was there to help you get through this, but… I’m not.”

She sighed then. “Seriously, Akio. I love you. Your kindness, your bravery. Your need to sacrifice yourself for others, even if I sometimes hate that about you too. I don’t like to see you in pain. But… I’m glad you felt able to share this with me. I bet it was hard. Not what you’ve done, but… boys don’t want the girl they like to see them as anything less than a hero, right?” Her tone lightened, the tremors fading away. “… but no matter what, you’ll always be my hero. And making the hard choice to save innocent lives despite getting your hands dirty… I think that’s a deed not many could do. And it may make me a wicked woman, but I’m proud of you!”

“I get that. And… I honestly don’t regret it. It’s just… maybe I could have done better, not let my anger get the best of me in the moment…?” I stammered, only for Eri to demand I put Shaeula on the phone, further annoyed.

Passing Shaeula the phone, she took it, arm stretched back without looking away from her game. “Ah, Eri. Yes. Uh… I am doing my best.”

I could only hear her side of the conversation, but Shaeula was shrinking under whatever Eri was saying.

“I did-did tell him that. I believe it too. Yes-yes.”

“I tried to take his mind off it. In this world, those who do evil should-should be removed, yes.”

“I understand. I shall-shall do it in your stead. When your birthday comes around…. Yes, I agree. I shall do so, Eri.”

With that concluded, she handed me back the phone. “Akio. I’m sorry I can’t be there for you right now. I wish I was. But I’m glad you talked to me about this. If your burden is too heavy, Shaeula and I can each take our share. A burden shared is a burden lightened, right? I know you can get through this, and on my birthday, I’m going to spoil you rotten. So look forward to that. But until then… Shaeula will pamper you until you are back to the carefree Akio we love. So I’m going to go now, all right? I love you!”

“I love you too.” I managed, feeling a little better. “But for your birthday I’ll be showering you with love, so…” It’s your birthday, you should be the one being spoiled.

“If we both spoil each other, that’d be perfect then.” Eri giggled. “Bye!”

As the call ended, I saw Shaeula had closed down her game, and was eyeing me warmly, kneeling by my legs, looking up at me. Licking her lips lasciviously, she spoke. “Eri has asked me to make you forget your worries, at least-least for tonight. So I shall not-not disappoint her!”

As her hands crept towards my belt I realised this might have been what I needed, so with a smile I allowed her to do her worst. She quickly unbuckled the belt, and with a coquettish smile pulled down my pants, exposing my penis, which was just starting to grow hard. Her eyes glittered as she looked at my manhood, and within moments she was sucking on my dick, her mouth warm and wet, her small tongue licking my glans and shaft, while her free hand was playing with my balls.

I let out a groan of pleasure, my dick rapidly growing hard as steel, filling her small mouth, causing her to gag a little and look uncomfortable. Shit, I don’t want to choke her… I tried to pull out, but she tightened her grip on my balls, refusing to release me, her head rocking back and forth, spit bubbling from her lips, her breathing hoarse and aroused.

As her golden hair tickled my bare flesh, my own arousal was soaring, so I reached down and tugged at her yukata, pulling it from her delicate shoulders and sliding it further down, exposing her small breasts, the nipples already hard, and her smooth stomach. My hands started playing with her nipples, tweaking and pinching the small beads, and I also groped her breasts, gently at first, before becoming firmer, my fingers sinking into her pale flesh.

Shaeula was moaning now too, her tongue rasping me like a file, the sensation sensual and thrilling, and I let out a gasp. “I’m… it’s coming…”

She bobbed her head, as if to say it’s all right… and as she sucked at me I let out one long groan, my cock convulsing as it filled her small mouth with a surge of semen. She gulped, her throat working, but the flow didn’t stop, and semen trickled out of her filled mouth, staining her delicate pink lips. Eventually I was done, pulling free, and Shaeula let out her own little moan as my dick left her mouth. Opening her mouth wide for a moment, I could see my pearly white semen all over her tongue, before she swallowed it and licked her lips, cleaning her soiled face.

“Still bitter indeed, but the flavour has-has grown on me a lot.” She smiled, leaning her head on my lap, tired. “After all, it is the precious seed of my Akio.”

Lifting up her head I bent down and kissed her, our tongues tangling together, and the taste was a little strange. For a moment I was confused, until I realised I was tasting myself on her tongue and lips. Seeing my realisation, Shaeula grinned, twisting her tongue harder, greedily devouring me. When we broke apart, our lips connected by our spittle, I pulled her up onto my lap and tore off her yukata. Her panties were damp and see-through, her thin slit and golden hair visible, and my cock rapidly gained strength again, standing to attention once more. Still, I want to do something else…

Pulling off her soiled panties I turned her around so she was facing away from me, her hands on my legs, her ass in the air towards me. She looked puzzled, but that was soon forgotten as my tongue started licking along her pussy, moving up to her clit and polishing the small red bead, before moving back to her pussy, my tongue thrusting inside. My hands were roaming everywhere too, her bottom, breasts, belly, neck, face… as I slurped at her, she began to leak like a broken faucet, and at times it was almost like I was drinking her sour fluids. “I… I am flying!” Shaeula gasped after several minutes of my ministrations, before orgasming at my tongue, her body shaking like a leaf in the breeze.

“That… that was rather pleasurable.” Shaeula admitted, as she came down from the glow of her orgasm. She turned her body and we kissed again, her now tasting her own fluids on my tongue.

“Well, it’s time for the main event.” I said, my arousal peaking, all the heavy thoughts of my killings and the various other worries I was shouldering blown away by the glow of my love with Shaeula.

“Wait, what?” she asked, but I returned her to the previous position, her hands now on the floor, while my cock slid across her bottom, smearing precum on her sweaty skin, before reaching her slit. As she felt my dick hard against her, the glans gently pushing at her folds, she turned her head to regard me, eyes warm. “Oh, I see. Feel free to indulge in my beautiful body. After-after all, I am yours. Besides, Eri told me to comfort you.”

“You do comfort me. Just by being with me.” I told her the honest truth. Without Shaeula, I’d never have made it this far. “Are you ready?” I asked, still holding her in a doggy-style position.

“Of course, make me yours once-once more.”

She moaned as my cock slid inside her, spreading her small pussy open. For a moment I halted, allowing her to recover, before with a final thrust I was all in, my torso slapping against hers wetly.

“So… so deep inside me.” She gasped, filled to the brim with my dick, the twitching rod hammering against the entrance to her womb. Gripping her strongly from behind so she wouldn’t hurt herself, I started to piston, her tight little pussy squeezing me fantastically.

“Yeah, doggy-style is supposed to make the woman feel it more.” I breathed as I ravaged her body, feeling her shaking in my arms, her moans and cries turning me on so much. “I certainly feel it.”

“Yes-yes. It is-is … wonderful!” she cried, twisting her body, her inner walls gripping my slippery shaft, which was making loud squelching noises as my precum and her fluids mixed, foaming out of her pussy. I grabbed her bottom hard enough to leave red marks, and she started slamming backwards as I pushed forwards, loud claps resounding where our bodies met.

Fuck, I can’t take much more of this. My second load was rising, and Shaeula too was succumbing to pleasure, her twitching convulsions becoming ever more violent.

“I’m going to blow soon…” I cried, and she looked at me with moist eyes, her expression loose and hopelessly lascivious.

“Please-please hold on. I am… almost there-there.”

With you looking so cute, how can I not? Clenching, I held my orgasm back, my pace accelerating, my head feeling as if all the blood was leaving me, the only things I could take in were the sounds of Shaeula as she rose towards ecstasy, the feel of her warmth and the love in my heart.

She made a series of unintelligible noises as she orgasmed, fluid splashing my legs, and finally able to let myself go, I thrust in one final time, a huge rush of cum pouring deep into her, the feeling of her womb twitching and shuddering as it drank in my seed intoxicating. A few quick pistons more to fully empty myself, and I was done. Pulling my now limp and spent dick free, I took her in my arms, and we kissed again and again, little pecks like feeding birds, exhausted but glowing with joy and happiness.

“That was amazing. I do feel better now. I guess men are simple creatures.” I laughed self-deprecatingly.

“There is nothing simple about this-this.” Shaeula snuggled into my chest. “We simply care for each other, do we not-not? And Eri too is with us, even though she is currently far-far away. For her birthday you must-must make her feel this loved, but perhaps the three of us can do-do this together as well?”

“Wicked fox.” I grinned.

“I am no fox, I am-am weaselkin.” she groused, but she got the reference, having absorbed a lot of Japanese culture.

“Yeah, I know.” One final longer kiss and we sat side-by-side, still unclothed and sticky from our lovemaking. “So, what next?”
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After we made love, we spent the rest of the evening and early night just being in each other’s company, hugging and kissing, still naked and sweaty. We watched anime, played games, had drinks and just generally relaxed. I felt a little guilty that we weren’t in the Boundary, taking care of things, but Shaeula assured me that taking time to rest and enjoy life was important too. Still, since I worried so, she did visit the Boundary for a brief few minutes, before returning, a little grumpy. Apparently Hyacinth had annoyed her, though she was behaving herself and not causing trouble.

Once I had tidied up all the empty bottles and food wrappers, we retired for the night, and slept just holding each other, listening to our heartbeats. And this night, I slept without bad dreams…
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“So, here we are then.” I turned to Shaeula, who was looking stunning in a black cocktail dress and suitable golden accessories around her bare arms. She had changed her hairstyle as well, making it look more regal, the amber-golden hair piled up and pinned with fashionable and expensive pins and clips. “You look lovely.”

“Again? You have told me that many-many times already.” She sniggered, looking pleased. “Still, feeling your eyes on me is most-most pleasant. As for you… you pass muster as escort to this princess.”

I was wearing the suit I had picked up this afternoon, as well as an expensive watch, tie and shoes. It was a far cry from how I used to dress, and I was a little uncomfortable, but as I reached up to adjust my collar and tie Shaeula did it instead, her small hands neatly straightening it. It’s amazing how fast she picks these things up. I doubt they wear formal suits in the Seelie Court.

“We must-must remain dignified and regal.” she reminded me, looking up at the Fujiwara Imperial Hotel, one of the most exclusive hotels in Tokyo, and apparently owned and run by Fujiwara house. The name should have been the giveaway I guess, but I’ve never had to think about such things before. This is in a league of its own, making the hotel in Las Vegas seem rustic in comparison.

There were other richly-dressed people coming and going, men and women both. So, I reached out and offered Shaeula my arm. She took it, and with a murmured wish that Eri could have been here with us, we started heading for the entrance, the doors guarded by a mixture of hotel staff in impeccable uniforms and suited men and women that had the look of warriors, most likely Fujiwara Security staff.

Once inside, a smartly dressed young woman took our invitation and showed us to the lift, riding it to the top with us. Shaeula and I exchanged meaningful glances one final time, and then the lift doors slid open, revealing…


One Hundred And Seventy-One


The doors revealed a large open-plan area, richly decorated and illuminated by hanging crystal and gold chandeliers, which cast a brilliant warm glow over the proceedings. Around the sides of the room a dozen Fujiwara Security personnel were lurking unobtrusively, the men and women dressed smartly in expensive suits, looking like servants if one wasn’t able to see the trained readiness they carried themselves with.

The actual servants were moving to and fro, with silver trays stacked high with glasses of expensive champagne, whiskey and more, or wheeling carts containing plates of richly-appointed food such as wagyu beef, bluefin tuna and the like.

Impressive. I’m starting to feel a little nervous… Beside me, Shaeula still held my arm, and with a gentle tug she drew my gaze away from the crowd as we stepped out into the festivities. Behind us the lift doors slid shut, no doubt descending to bring more guests up to this event. There must be over a hundred… no, maybe even two hundred guests…

“Stand tall and proud, my Akio.” Shaeula spoke quietly. “You are as worthy as any-any to be here today. The chosen of Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, princess of the Seelie is as noble as any-any mortal!”

“You’re right.” I smiled back, resisting the urge to stroke her head, as we were in public. “Since we are here, we might as well mingle, right?” Looking around at the crowd I spotted a couple of familiar faces that I recognised from television or newspaper articles.

“Indeed.” Shaeula said, reaching out her free arm to snag a couple of glasses of champagne from a passing server. Normally, grabbing two glasses one-handed would lead to a catastrophic spillage and the server paled, but Shaeula’s dexterous and strong fingers, boosted by her obscene stats, meant that she handed me one with ease, while retaining the other for herself, taking a sip with a satisfied sigh.

As we walked away from the confused server, who quickly remembered her place and dashed off, still carrying her tray of drinks, I also took a sip. The champagne was sharp, but not unpleasant, it was definitely an expensive flavour. Fujiwara-san is sparing no expense tonight it seems.

As we walked around the room, savouring the fine alcohol and exchanging casual nods with other guests, I noticed we were drawing the gaze of many of the attendees. It was actually becoming a little uncomfortable the way that the women were looking at me, but what was even worse was the way that the male guests looked at Shaeula. I could see the lustful stares and barely hidden intentions a mile away, and my grip on her arm tightened, causing her to snicker, amused.

Yeah, I’m such a shitty hypocrite, since I have Shaeula and Eri, but I still hate it when people ogle them. But I have to admit, Shaeula is beautiful, even before you take her stupid-high Charm stat into effect.

“You shall need-need to become used to this.” Shaeula muttered. “A handsome male or beautiful female always draws attention, and the partner of such much envy. Still-still…” She seemed satisfied at my transparent jealousy. “… you should be proud-proud to have claimed me for your own. The stares of these other males are meaningless to me.”

“Proud? I am indeed.” I agreed, taking another sip. Looking around the room again I noticed one oddity. There were a handful of people, five of them that I noticed anyway, that seemed ill at ease and out of place. Three men and two women. Following my lead, Shaeula used her Mystic Eyes, the glow dazzling for a moment, looking at the nearest man.

“I see. Yes, your instincts are correct. His Chakra network is an abomination, I do not-not know how it even functions, but the density of aether he contains is only a little less-less than that filthy monster Kazuo possessed.”

“Makes sense. After all, we found out from the Fukumoto’s that the noble houses are looking for candidates, right? It seems impossible that with their resources we’d be the only ones they’d find.”

Shaeula agreed. “So, do you wish to talk to him?”

I shook my head in denial. “No, not yet. Until I have a firm grasp on what Fujiwara-san wants, it’s best to keep our own counsel. I wonder if… ahh, over there.” Thinking of the Fukumoto’s I wondered if they were in attendance, so I scanned the room and noticed them, the three we had met in that restaurant lurking in one corner. “Looks like we’ve found some people we are acquainted with.”

Strolling over towards them with Shaeula, I admired the daring purple dress Fukumoto-san was wearing, with a slit up her legs and a deep neckline, showing off her slender body and surprising volume elsewhere. Beside her, the other girl, her bodyguard… Onoue-san, I think it was, right? … was wearing slim-fit trousers and a tight top, giving her ease of movement. Beside them was Fukumoto-san's older brother Hiroto-san, who brightened up as he saw us coming. Well, as he sees Shaeula coming anyway… don’t think I can’t see you ogling her.

As I approached, I noticed that a servant had called one of the men I suspected to be an Astral Emperor candidate over, and he was taken to a back room, behind a wall of Fujiwara Security. Putting that aside for now, I waved a greeting at the Fukumoto’s. “Well, it’s only been a week, but fancy meeting you all here.”

The girls looked wary, Onoue-san making sure she was between me and her mistress, which made me feel a little hurt, but then I remembered her reaction when we met at the restaurant in that hotel. I guess noble-raised girls are supposed to stay away from unfamiliar men. Fukumoto Hiroto-san was bolder though, and responded jovially.

“Ah, Oshiro-san. I had a feeling you would be here. Looks like we struck gold with you.” He then turned his attention to Shaeula, reaching out his hand for a handshake, but with a sniff and a toss of her head she declined. For an awkward moment Fukumoto-san was left with his hand outstretched, before his sister burst into laughter, surprising us.

“That’s just pathetic, brother.” she scoffed, still struggling to suppress her mirth. She moved past Onoue-san and held out her own hand to Shaeula, which she took, giving her a gentle squeeze. “Stop embarrassing us in public, especially here in Fujiwara house.” Her face seemed a little red under the lights as she looked at us. “See how this girl… Dannan-san… is arm-in-arm with him? Have some class and don’t flirt with taken girls.”

“I thought the other girl who isn’t here was your fiancée…” he muttered in his defence. “You said it was complicated, Oshiro-san, but seeing this, I suspect it’s actually quite simple…” he trailed off, before muttering “Lucky dog…” under his breath.

“I am delighted to see you well, Hinata. But do please call me Shaeula. I do not-not care for honorifics.” Shaeula said, prompting Onoue-san to snap back.

“Hinata-sama, no, Fukumoto-sama to you!"

Hinata-san waved off her complaints. “Oh, do be quiet, Kazumi. After all, the reason we are here tonight has much to do with them. Besides, if there is any trouble tonight, Fujiwara Security Services will handle it. you know they are the best in Japan, right?”

Kazumi-san agreed reluctantly, stepping back. I shook Hiroto-san’s hand with my free one, after having finished my drink and placing it on an empty tray.

“So, from what I understand…” I began. “You spoke to… uh, Takatsukasa house, not that I’ve heard of them, I’m sorry, who then passed on the information to Fujiwara house? I guess I have to thank you, Fujiwara house managed to get me out of a sticky situation just the other day.” I nodded graciously, and Hinata-san looked away, her eyes watering, her face scarlet. Uh, okay… if I didn’t know better I’d say she’s embarrassed, but why would she be?

“Well, your trick with the coins was impressive. Kazumi here said she could do it with practice, but I find that hard to believe.” Hiroto-san said, and I couldn’t see the connection to what we were talking about until he continued. “Still, there must be more to it than that. Fujiwara-sama invited us here himself, our parents too. Mother and father seemed very happy. I’ve heard mutterings that we are going to be elevated into the Fifty-Seven. Mother was especially happy about that, since she’s from Takatsukasa house herself.”

“Brother, get to the point…” Hinata-san hissed, casting occasional glances at us, before looking away. Beside her Kazumi-san bit down on a sigh, only my superhuman perception picking up on her mood as she tried to remain professional.

“My point is… you two were obviously a big catch. You were praying for fortune to fall into our laps, Hinata dear, and it did! Now we need to take advantage!” Hiroto-san exclaimed.

A little rude saying it to our faces that you want to take advantage of us. I guess that’s nobility for you. Still, I prefer a mutual win-win where both sides can gain, so it isn’t all bad.

Shaeula held out her hand with a grin, and I knew something troublesome was coming, due to the mischievous glint in her eyes. “I require some coins. As many-many as you wish to give.”

“A coin trick again, huh?” Hiroto-san looked interested, but Kazumi reached an arm across him and stopped him.

“You must be careful, Hiroto-sama. I shall handle this.” She pulled out ten coins of varying denominations and placed them in Shaeula’s palm. As she did so she looked interested despite herself, and I blurted out a question.

“Were you practising my trick?”

At that she looked away, clearly embarrassed, and Hinata-san covered her mouth with one hand, giggling regally. “I wasn’t aware you were so competitive, Kazumi. How… positively amusing.”

“Well, how about a wager then?” Shaeula asked. “To make this trick more-more… entertaining.”

I have a really bad feeling now. After last time with Aliyah… “I wouldn’t.” I broke in. “Last time an opponent wagered against her, it ended poorly for them. I wouldn’t want to see two lovely ladies such as yourselves in trouble.” As for Hiroto-san… well, I may be prejudiced, but if he wants to do something dumb, he’s a grown adult, isn’t he? He’s at university after all.

Kazumi-san frowned, but Hinata-san looked pleased by my compliment, breathing the word “Lovely…” to herself.

“I’ve already seen you do it twice.” Hiroto-san looked at me. “So there’s no point in a bet, is there?”

I guess he’s smarter than I gave him credit for.

“Hah.” Shaeula scoffed. “Ten landing on their face is trivial. Akio, shall we aim-aim for twenty?”

Twenty? But there’s only ten coins… oh, I see. Flashy.

I wasn’t the only one to ponder this, as all three of them seemed puzzled and intrigued. “Very well then.” Shaeula finished. “I shall toss, and you shall catch, Akio.”

With that she flipped up the ten coins and drew a few fine threads of wind energy, slicing the ten coins in half effortlessly, which was a feat of control in itself. As the scattered shining halves dropped I caught them with my own wind, holding them motionless for a second, flipping those I needed to, before gently letting them fall to the floor.

“See, twenty.” Shaeula crowed. The reaction she got wasn’t what she expected though, as seeing the coins split panicked Kasumi-san, who tried to put the fascinated Hinata-san behind her, glaring at us as if we were an enemy. On seeing this, the Fujiwara Security personnel near us responded, but Hinata-san quickly calmed them down.

“Oh, do stop worrying, Kasumi. You think that they would hurt us here? Honesty, you can be too overprotective at times.”

Seeing that the situation was nothing, the security relaxed. Shaeula then took the opportunity to speak. “Indeed. Besides, should we wish you any-any ill, then you would already be slain. Akio and I have faced far-far more terrible threats than you, Kasumi, and emerged triumphant each time.”

“Fascinating. It seems there is far more to the two of you than I initially surmised.” Hinata-san looked at us again, this time with real curiosity, though she reddened every time she met my eyes.

“No kidding.” Hiroto-san had bent down and picked up some of the fallen coins. “They’ve been cut clean in half. Look!” He passed a handful over to his sister and Kasumi-san.

“The edges are smooth, like glass…” Kasumi-san noted. “How… how is this possible?”

“Magic, surely.” Hinata-san smiled, and it did make her look cute, her normally regal visage giving way to an age-appropriate look of wonder. “I don’t know who or what the others discovered, but we… we found the genuine article!”

After that we spent some time talking a little about our experiences so far, only information that wouldn’t give away too many of our secrets, but the three still found it interesting. One by one, the guests who I suspected were like me were called to the back room, and I observed those that left, a mixture of expressions on their faces, some happy, others annoyed or angry. As I watched and drank, Shaeula chatting away happily with the Fukumoto’s, her regal charm having totally won them over, I noticed there was someone watching us rather intently, and had been ever since our display with the coins.

A girl, huh? She seemed to be of high school age, if I had to guess, and she was decently pretty, if a bit boyish, her hair cut somewhat short. The dress she was wearing was pink, and a little risqué for her age, with a daringly short skirt and bare shoulders. On seeing me noticing her, she winked at me and giggled, gesturing me over. Yeah, no, I think I’ll pass. I merely waved back a touch dismissively, and she shook her head, pouting a little. Still, her eyes never left us.

“Hey, do you know who that girl is?” I asked Hinata-san, jerking my head in the girl's direction.

“Hmm, no, I don’t recognise her, and our school is quite small, so we generally know everyone else, if only by sight.” she mused. “Probably not a noble daughter then. But if she’s here tonight, she’s certainly the daughter of someone important. Why, are you interested? When you already have Shaeula here on your arm?” Hinata-san mocked, earning a scandalised gasp from Kazumi-san, who scolded her.

“Perish the thought. I’m more than happy with Shaeula…” I snaked my arm around her shoulders. “I just wondered why she’s been looking at us for the last hour or so…”

“Perhaps it’s because you are rather handsome…” Hinata-san let slip, before covering her mouth and looking away, mortified.

“Oh, Hinata.” Hiroto-san sighed, seeing her embarrassed. Turning to me, he apologised for her. “Please ignore that. My sister has a bad habit of saying what’s on her mind without caring about the time or the place. Her cousin Sakura-sama constantly warns her about it too. And to be fair, you are a pretty decent-looking guy. She didn’t mean anything by it though, I assure you, so no getting any strange ideas.”

Sure, I get it. “Consider it forgotten.” I waved it away graciously, ignoring more mean snickering from Shaeula. “So anyway…” I said, hoping to change the subject and banish the awkward air that had fallen like a blanket over the conversation.

“Speaking of fellow classmates…” Kasumi-san interjected, changing the subject to spare Hinata-san's blushes.

“Oh, yes, that’s right!” The flushed Hinata-san jumped on the chance. “I’m told that Fujiwara Honoka-sama and Fujiwara Miyu-sama are both here tonight, though I’ve not seen them. It’s common knowledge Fujiwara-sama dotes on his granddaughters. Everyone at school wishes they could be friends with them. Though I’ve barely ever talked with them, unlike Mayumi-sama.” She spoke rapidly, leaving behind her previous slip-up. “But I have seen Motoko-senpai. She was here with her bodyguard earlier…”

As the talk devolved into gossip about the exclusive school for noble girls, I let Hiroto-san regale me with tales of his exploits at university, most of which involved womanising using his great wealth and family name, though from what I heard it was all just consensual fun, so I didn’t judge him too harshly. Sipping on more champagne I watched as another person was ushered past security and into the back room…
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“Hiroto-sama, Hinata-sama, if you could come with me please?” An elegant woman from Fujiwara Security interrupted our conversation politely, yet firmly. The last hour had been fun, Hinata-san losing her wariness of me over time, though Kasumi-san always kept a close watch on me, as if afraid I’d try something with her mistress. Don’t get me wrong, she’s damn cute, but I’ve already got both hands full with women, and she’s a bit on the young side…

“Fujiwara-sama will see you now.” The woman finished, and at that Hinata-san and Hiroto-san excused themselves, Kasumi-san trailing behind them as they were escorted past security.

“Well, at least we had someone we knew to talk to, even if we only met them briefly before.” I observed, topping up our drinks and securing us some food, as I was starting to feel hungry.

“Indeed. Hinata is entertaining.” Shaeula agreed, eating elegantly but rapidly, taking advantage of the excellent repast on offer. “She says what is on her mind. A rare-rare trait indeed in nobility, who always have to keep their inner feelings masked.”

“I guess you would know.” I conceded, taking another look around the party again now we were alone. The young girl from earlier was gone, as were all of the suspected candidates, but as I scanned the room I noticed a girl in shrine maiden clothes, and they were fancy, very fancy in fact, looking scandalously expensive. Next to her was a girl who seemed familiar, though I couldn’t place her. Though what I did notice was that despite her short frame, she had massive breasts. I mean, they are colossal!

Shaeula nudged me in the side as I stared, and I quickly pulled my eyes away, apologising. Seriously though, I’m not sure any man would have been able to ignore those… good job Eri isn’t here to see my shameful display.

“I see-see you only seem to notice the girls, Akio.” Shaeula snorted, still ferrying more fine beef and tuna to her mouth in-between words. “You remind me more-more of my father every day.”

“Is that a compliment or an insult?” I joked, and she merely grinned back, silent.

We continued to eat and drink our fill, exchanging casual nods and conversation with a few of the guests, feeling each other out. Most of the people here were wealthy businessmen and women, with several generations of success. It was quite the high-rolling crowd. Still, when they discovered I was merely an owner of a few hotels, they seemed to lose interest. No way I’m telling them why I’m really here…

As Shaeula was finishing up yet another plate, a man walked over to us, in a sharp suit and clearly carrying hidden weapons, judging by the way he walked and the cut of his jacket. “Oshiro-sama, Dannan-sama, please come with me. Fujiwara-sama will see you now.”

Exchanging a loaded glance with Shaeula, I took a deep breath. Here we go then. After my discussion with Tsumura-san, and this… I can finally decide our course of action moving forwards… still, there’s a lot at stake here. “Very well, lead on.”
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After passing through the ring of Fujiwara Security, we continued through a set of ornate double-doors, entering into a reception area. There was a table prepared, with servants on either side, as well as several more Fujiwara Security personal, these ones openly carrying automatic weapons. Not sure that’s legal in Japan, but I guess the rich make their own laws…

Standing at one wall, which was a thick, transparent glass, polymer or some similar material, was a man I recognised. It was Ueno Junichiro-san, the Head of Fujiwara Security Services, who I met after the US agents attacked. He gave me a stiff nod, his expression stern, which I returned. I also saw another familiar face. Tsumura-san, the Minister for Defence, was sitting at one of the seats at the table, looking rather downtrodden and exhausted. Seeing his weary visage, I had to ask.

“Err, are you sure you should be here? You took terrible, Tsumura-san.”

At my words which could be described as disrespectful, some of the security tensed, but as Junichiro-san made no move, they quickly relaxed, especially as Tsumura-san let out a rusty chuckle. “And whose fault is that? You left me quite the mess, I have barely had a couple of hours of snatched sleep this whole time. Fortunately, we have already reaped the benefits of your actions. I trust you approve of the donation?”

“I sure did, and I’ll consider it my due.” I said, forcing myself to act with dignity, hoping that my Majesty stat would help make it work. “Though I’d prefer other things, such as information.”

“Alas, our good friend and ally is rather stingy with knowledge. They like to smooth everything over with money. Still, I share your sentiments.”

We took our seats at the table, and a servant brought us more drinks. I took a champagne, while Shaeula took whiskey. Normally drinking before negotiations was folly, but we could tolerate it, so why not enjoy ourselves?

“You seem rather calm, considering.” Tsumura-san approved. “This meeting should be worthwhile after all.”

Before I could reply, the lights behind the clear wall went on, revealing four figures. Two were seated, and the first was a powerful-looking old man, who must have been in his seventies or eighties, at a guess. He was accompanied by a pair of massive, dark-skinned men, who were bulging out of their suits. Bodyguards, I imagine? They look rather imposing…

The last man, who was also seated… as soon as I identified him I choked on my champagne, causing Shaeula to raise an eyebrow at me questioningly.

“That’s… that’s the damn Prime Minister of Japan!” I spluttered, genuinely surprised.

“Indeed.” A firm, yet amused voice came out from a set of speakers placed high on the wall. “I’m sure he is gratified you recognise him. Young voters nowadays are so apathetic towards politics.”

Seriously, who doesn’t know the Prime Minister? Even if you are apathetic, surely there’s a limit to that… I knew better than to speak my thoughts, however.

“I apologise for not being present in the room with you.” the man, Fujiwara-san I presumed, continued. “However, after hearing reports of the battle at Shirohebizumi shrine from Junichiro here, there was no way my security would allow me to take the risk of being present with you without adequate barriers.” He rapped the clear wall in front of him with his knuckles. “I’m sure you understand.”

I nodded, glancing at Tsumura-san. He only shrugged in response. “I have already faced you in person. I see no need to take such precautions. I believe I have grasped your personality. Otherwise, I would hardly…” he trailed off, leaving something unsaid.

“Anyway, now that you are here.” Fujiwara-san continued. “Let me get straight to the point. We are all busy people, and present circumstances being what they are, we have much to do.”

Shaeula and I gave him our full attention, and nerves were starting to get the better of me, so I took a few long deep breaths. Shaeula slid her hand towards me and I grasped it under the table, feeling better that we could face this together.

“Japan is an old country, with a history going back unbroken for over two thousand years.” Fujiwara-san began. “There have been wars, rebellions, annexations, terrible disasters… yet the land and its people endured. I intend for it to continue to endure. But not just the land and the people. Without the traditions, the soul, Japan is nothing but a hollow shell. The country is supported by three pillars.” He turned to the Prime Minister, smiling wryly. “Though our esteemed guest here wishes it was four. Still, political parties and their agendas come and go, but the pillars endure.”

Seeing the Prime Minister grimace, I was once again reminded about just how much power the great noble families held over the land, even now.

“The first pillar is the Imperial Family. Though the War cost us much of their grandeur, they still keep up many of the old ways. The second is nobility. Many families perished in the Great War and the occupation afterwards, but my father and the heads of the other great houses were wise. We saved what we could, and now seek new blood to adopt our cause, rebuilding the nobility of Japan, protecting all that is good.”

“A worthy pursuit indeed.” Shaeula broke in, fascinated by talk of nobility and royalty. “A wise ruler must-must preserve their domain against all foes, be it war-war or merely the dissolution of the ages.”

“Indeed.” Fujiwara-san agreed, amused at her approval and reactions. “The third pillar is… faith. The shrines and temples of ancient Japan, and the bloodlines they carry to this day. And to this conversation, they are the most relevant, are they not?”

Here it comes. Time to show a little of my own hand. “Right. I wasn’t aware of it, hell, I don’t think ninety-nine point nine percent of the world was aware, but it seems that magic, for want of a better word, has always existed. Even if for the last fifteen hundred years it has been but a few fleeting sparks, so feeble as to be kept secret.”

“You understand well.” His gaze strayed to Shaeula for a moment, a nuance I didn’t miss. “One could argue keeping it hidden was a mistake, after all, could not such things revitalise science, and lead to new discoveries and wonders? But it is hard to blame those who fear they would just be exploited, or even worse, experimented on, by fools with no piety, eager to discover such secrets. But I digress.”

He paused to clear his throat. “The three pillars work together, yet we are not truly united. We each have our own spheres of influence, and each seek to preserve and restore the glory of the past, while taking the best the future has to offer. But recently, things have changed. Things like Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan here.”

At her name, Shaeula bowed politely. “Indeed. I now walk the mortal world thanks to my Akio. And I am not-not alone in this.” Her expression darkened as she remembered Kiku.

“Quite.” Fujiwara-san agreed. Beside him the Prime Minister was listening with rapt fascination, information beyond his wildest dreams being exposed. “It seems that across Japan, and the wider world… the feeble sparks of this magic are starting to blossom, growing again to rival the time long past before the shrines lost most of their Divinity. The temples and shrines are now determined to rekindle their old powers and dominate once more. I of course have many old friends in that sphere…” he continued. “… however it would not do for things to become unbalanced. The understanding is that each pillar would not unduly influence the other two, but if this continues…”

I see. But… “Well, there’s a bit of an issue then. I’m sure you are aware I have an agreement with various shrines, and they intend to offer me some support at their Conclave, whenever they manage to get around to holding it.”

“True. I am indeed aware.” Fujiwara-san agreed. “However, you may be working with them, but you are not of them. Thus I can offer you my support as well, in exchange for aid in making sure the situation does not become a troubling one. After all…” He smiled then, though there was little humour in it. “… other countries are moving as well. Those with no legacy of their own, young countries such as America, they will seek to plunder knowledge from wiser, older countries. And those who have their own heritage, such as our Asian neighbours of China, and others… well, they are dangerous in their own way.”

“I’ve read the reports.” The Prime Minster agreed. “Though I’ve kept them secret, only a few key ministers…” He nodded at his Minister of Defence who was sitting exhausted beside us. “… being aware of this. But seriously, the world will explode into chaos when this all gets out. And it will get out. You can’t tell me that it’ll stay secret much longer when we have people who can kill elite agents unarmed and shrug off gunfire. Too much power is a dangerous, terrible thing.”

I hardly ‘shrug it off’, it hurts like hell. Still, the sentiment is right.

“They say there is no such thing as dangerous knowledge.” Tsumura-san spoke up. “But that is wrong. Imagine if a simple way to turn water into cold-fusion fuel with common household chemicals was discovered. Scientists would say that it would solve all the world's ills. Global warming, fuel poverty. Gone instantly. But when any child or disgruntled psychopath could turn the same water into a nuclear bomb, the world would end in fire within a few years…”

“This is the situation we find ourselves in. Oshiro-san, Dannan-san.” Fujiwara-san continued. “If you wished it, you could easily kill a lot of people, even important people. And it is not just the rising of those with such … frankly superhuman abilities that concerns me. Are you aware…” His gaze was intense now. “… that the shrines say the end of the world is coming, the return of old nightmares, and new threats beyond imagination?”

I nodded. “Yes, I am. And that means we can’t just get rid of everyone with these new abilities. Otherwise when the time comes… I don’t think science alone will be enough.” Of course, even if it was, I’d still deny it, as I hardly want to end up as a lab rat or purged as a dangerous abnormality.

“I don’t believe in the Gods. I leave that to the shrines.” Fujiwara-san said. “Anyone who lived through the Second World War, as I did as a child, would find their faith crushed. But I do believe what I see before my eyes, what I touch, taste, smell and feel.” He gestured, and Junichiro produced a remote control, turning on a projector which displayed a scene from the party mere hours ago, of Shaeula slicing the coins and me catching them, all with invisible wind. “I have asked the others our search has found to demonstrate their talents, and they were equally implausible, though none so impressive as yours.”

The Prime Minister was deep in thought. After a while of contemplation, he spoke. “So, you must have asked me here for my cooperation, Fujiwara-san. What do you need? I agree this is a national, no, even a world crisis!”

“It is simple. We need to track down every person who has manifested these new abilities and bring them under our umbrella. Other countries will be doing the same, or worse, trying to snatch citizens from other lands.”

No shit. The good old USA is already on that one…

“Hopefully those who have received the blessing of the Gods, as the shrines put it, will all be good, reasonable people. But I doubt it. After all…” Fujiwara-san bored into me with his intense, dark eyes. “… Kondou Kazuo, he is gifted too, is he not?”

“Don’t even think about trying to use him.” I said angrily. “He’s getting the death penalty. I’ve made promises and I hate being made a liar.” Shaeula squeezed my hand reassuringly as I got heated up.

“Terrible thing, that.” The Prime Minister said sympathetically. “Poor Suzuki-san, he doted on his daughter. He’s gone to pieces now he’s found out she’s gone... and how she died.”

“Indeed, a tragedy.” Tsumura-san agreed, him no doubt knowing a fellow Minister in the Diet. “But I’m curious, Oshiro-san. To whom did you promise?”

Okay. Well… time to lay out one card. After all, they clearly know a lot, maybe even some things I don’t yet, through their temple and shrine connections. Besides, it has to be give and take. Both sides have their own advantages. I have knowledge they want, they have the ability to have us killed and disappear…

“I promised Suzuki Haru-san.” I declared confidently.

“Impossible.” The Prime Minister scoffed, but Fujiwara-san only looked intrigued.

“Hardly impossible. Do not-not doubt my Akio!” Shaeula piped up. “After all, I stand here amongst you, a Fae from the Seelie Court, proud in my strength. Your minds are closed, you must embrace this new-new world.”

“I don’t know if there is a Heaven, or a Hell, or Yomi, or whatever. I don’t claim to know where souls go when we die. But I do know this. Thanks to Kondou’s evil, he didn’t let Haru-san rest, even in death. And when Kondou was defeated, I gave her a place to shelter.” She’s still buzzing around my Territory with the other ghosts, unsure of how to live from now on, if you can call it living. She’s also bugging me to talk to her father for her. As if I could… but I do hate seeing her cry, considering I shared some of her pain. If there was a way…

“So… and this might sound crazy, but since Haru-san isn’t entirely gone… I believe she can, well, not live again, but walk the Earth once more, in a fashion similar to Shaeula. The only issue is the cost…” It’d be a slot in the Throne Of Heroes, which is at a premium and I have tons of candidates… there are plusses to her, but a lot of negatives as well…

“Money? You intend to swindle cash out of a grieving father, mourning his daughter!” The Prime Minister leapt to his feet angrily. “You are base scum… urgh!” He made a strangled noise and fell on his bottom as the transparent wall shuddered, a spiderweb of cracks spreading through it. Shaeula had her arm upraised and was glowing with emerald energies, her dress fluttering.

The Fujiwara Security raised their weapons, ready to engage, but at a look from Fujiwara-san, Junichiro-san ordered his men to stand down.

“Watch your tongue.” Shaeula warned. “I shall not-not tolerate such slanders against my Akio. His kindness is as deep as the very seas themselves.”

“Seeing that first-hand is quite fearful.” Tsumura-san muttered beside us, cold sweat on his tired brow.

“I didn’t mean money as in yen or dollars or whatever.” I clarified. “Don’t get me wrong, I have a use for money too, but I meant… well, how to explain… spiritual resources. It isn’t like I can just do what I want. Things take time and effort.”

“Still, is it even possible? If so, the world truly has changed beyond all recognition.” Fujiwara-san mused. “If you wish to speak to Suzuki-san, then we can arrange it.”

Not something I am going to enjoy, but… “Fine. I’d appreciate it.” I nodded. “So to continue… you want to find all the people like me in Japan? A tough ask, as there is going to be anywhere between a thousand and three thousand or so, I’d guess.”

“I see. And you know this how?” I was asked, and it was the obvious question. How much to reveal?

“Let’s just say I was told it by someone involved.” I equivocated. “I don’t know if its entirely accurate, but I think it probably is.”

The conversation continued after this, Fujiwara-san digging for information, me sharing what I felt safe to, and talk turned to my future plans involving the shrines, which naturally then turned to our plans to train up people in these new abilities.

“So, it can indeed be learned. I had wondered.” Fujiwara-san pondered. “That complicates things.”

“I still don’t know if people trained will ever be as good as those chosen as candidates like me, or whether more candidates can or will be chosen in time. But… we have one success story, so I know it’s definitely possible to an extent.” Eri. I’ve kept your name out of this for now, but it’s only a matter of time before they dig you up too…

“In that case, our next course of action is obvious. So, this is my request to you. I can see you are wary of sharing all you know. I understand, I would be dismissive of you, were you such a fool. So I propose…” Some of Fujiwara Security Services pulled open a small side door, and five people came out.

“Well, we meet again.” Hiroto-san said. Beside him Hinata-san bobbed a greeting, and Kasumi-san watched me warily. There were two others though. One was a tall, elegant girl, her long dark-brown hair cut straight across her forehead, in the classic hime-cut. She was also wearing tidy blue and white hakama, as was the second girl with her, a cheerful girl who was carrying several long bundles of cloth, though out of the end of one I could see what looked like an enamelled spearhead.

On seeing Tsumura-san, the refined girl's expression brightened, and she strode over, her long legs giving her a wide step. Even so, she moved gracefully, like a dancer or a warrior. “Grandfather. I am pleased to see you again!” She gracefully bowed, more as a man would than a girl.

“Motoko, my dear. And Natsumi-san too I see.” At that greeting the cheerful girl also bowed, comical under her burdens. “We are just finalising the details, so be patient.”

“I will, grandfather.” She smiled, before turning to me, her dark eyes looking me over, as if weighing me up. Shaeula was then examined in the same manner. “So, are these the ones?”

The ones for what? I’m confused, although considering we were talking about training… no, surely not… Beside me, Shaeula was smirking once more, clearly thinking the same as me.

“Allow me to explain. I have already sought out assistance from an old friend to call upon shrine maidens and priests to train the daughters and sons of nobility in the ways of faith.” Fujiwara-san elucidated me. “Now more than ever, that is important. But… faith alone is not enough. I wish for the nobility to grasp these new powers, to act as a balance to the shrines and temples. Only then can we all work together to safeguard Japan from whatever threats may come.”

Yeah, I was right. Oh wow, this is going to be such a pain. So much so I’m going to say it again. Oh wow.

“So, let me guess. You want me and Shaeula to train these five, right?”

At the word train, Motoko-san and Natsumi-san perked up, and judging by their hakama, I could see they were martial arts fanatics. Damn, if only I could drop them on Ulfuric, I could get some peace and quiet. No such luck though.

“You are not mistaken.” Fujiwara-san confirmed. “As a reward for discovering you, I felt it only fair to offer the Fukumoto’s the opportunity. It seems likely that they will become the Fifty-Eighth, a true noble family. Their mother is a sister to the Takatsukasa boy, so they have the blood. And they also have the wealth required. Even so, succeeding in this could cement their place and silence any doubters.”

At that, Hinata-san looked proud and satisfied, until she met my eyes and looked away again. Beside her, Hiroto-san let out a dry chuckle at her antics.

“As for my Motoko…” Tsumura-san said. “… well, to be honest, my son has been worried about her future. She is too wrapped up in the Combat Arts our family has passed down for generations. Other noble families find it rather… off-putting.”

“Grandfather!” she scolded him, hands on her hips. “Traditions are important! I will never let our Tsumura Arts die out in my generation. Our ancestors would curse us, ashamed!”

Yeah, she’s a fiery one, all right.

“See?” he sighed. “Well, one thing Motoko and her pupil and bodyguard Natsumi-san excel at is training. They are relentless in their pursuit of perfection, so if anyone can succeed, they can. Now normally, there would be no way I would put my beloved granddaughter at risk, but… I think I have a fair grasp of your character after meeting you and looking into your background.”

“I would be honoured to learn, sensei.” Motoko-san bowed to me, and it made me feel itchy, being called sensei, by a younger girl who had such grace and dignity. “I believe you are also practising martial arts? I would be delighted to compare styles.” she added, hopeful.

“I’m just a beginner.” I tried to let her down gently, so she wouldn’t expect too much.

“After having seen that trick with the coins, I’ve got to admit, I’m pretty hyped.” Hiroto-san chimed in, only for his sister to punch him in the arm, annoyed.

“So, just to clarify… you want… uh, these very important girls and Hiroto-san to train under us to learn how to use their subtle bodies?” I asked, and at mention of subtle bodies I could see a spark of interest in everyone’s eyes.

“Indeed I do. Now bear in mind, the girls all have school, and other commitments. I will arrange Fujiwara Security to protect the shrine as well as ferry them to-and-from lessons. In addition, I know you worry about the safety of your family so… I intend to continue placing agents on them, though it would be beneficial if you could find a way to explain it, as protecting from the shadows is far less certain and more fraught with the risk of failure. Perhaps you could use your new connection to the nobility to come up with a suitable explanation?”

Such a pain. But… to make sure my family remains safe, I’ll think of something. “All right then. So we can hammer out a schedule that works for everyone.” I expect that they will be seeking to gather information they can pass to Fujiwara-san as well as benefits from the training, so I’ll have to be careful what I disclose, still…

“I look forward to training with you, sensei!” Motoko-san and Natsumi-san chimed in together, and after a brief pause and shared looks of embarrassment, the other three did the same.

“I shall be instructing you as well.” Shaeula pouted. “My Aetheric Chirurgery will be most-most important in helping you perform at your best.”

“I must apologise.” Motoko-san bowed to her too. “I look forward to training with you as well, sensei!”

“Sensei! I approve!” Shaeula cackled.

“In that case, now things are settled, you can leave us. We will make exact arrangements later.”

“Of course, Fujiwara-sama!” they all chorused, before the five of them were escorted out. As they left I bit down on another sigh. Things just keep escalating. Obviously I have no intention of letting anyone get hurt, but imagine if Hinata-san or Motoko-san was injured or worse… Gods, thinking about it is enough to make me sick. The consequences would be terrible…

“I would like to remind you that Motoko-san and Hinata-san are daughters of nobility, and should be treated as such.” Fujiwara-san said when they had left.

“Got it. No funny business, since they probably have to get married to other nobles.” I imagined that would be the case, based on historical drams and so forth. “No need to worry about that, I have my hands full with the girls I have already.” Damn, why am I always so honest and saying girls… oh God, that reminds me. I need to warn Shaeula to keep our relationship hidden when we return to Nishimorioka. If uncle and auntie find out, or heaven forbid, my father…

Surprisingly, Fujiwara-san burst out laughing, a rich, deep laugh full of good humour. “A man of power should have lusty appetites. In my youth I had many mistresses, though I made sure to only have children with my wife, as is proper. But yes, daughters of nobility, even those of the Three-Hundred, who attend the school for nobility, they are different to other girls. It seems you understand, so I shall say no more.” He paused then. “However, in this changing world, perhaps Oshiro house can take its place as the Fifty-Ninth. If you support us wholeheartedly, I can assure you we will spare no efforts to support you.”

Beside me, the Prime Minister, having recovered from his earlier fright, nodded. “I’ll also do what I can. This is definitely a national emergency.”

“I do not know how long we can keep this matter secret. A year would be wonderful, but… I feel we have at best months. At worst, the world could be spiralling into chaos tomorrow.” Fujiwara-san contemplated. “I hope the fact that we are trusting you with daughters and sons of nobility impresses on you our desire to work together for our common benefit.”

“Well then, what about the others?” Shaeula asked. “There were those that-that came before us.”

“Ah, those.” Fujiwara-san sighed. “Most of them… well, they were gifted yes, but… uninspiring. One of them… well, he has been acting unwisely, so had to be… escorted out.”

The way he says that sounds… awfully final. “Regardless, I would definitely be interested in speaking to them, sharing a bit of knowledge.” Otherwise if I run into them in the Boundary we might end up fighting. I’d rather have allies than enemies.

“I will see what I can arrange, but those willing to work for us have been assigned tasks, so it might take some time.” Fujiwara-san conceded.

“That’s fine. I’ll be busy myself it seems.”

“Well then, in that case. To our new alliance, and the future of Japan!” Fujiwara-san declared, being handed a glass of rich whiskey by one of his towering bodyguards. The Prime Minister and Tsumura-san had a glass too, so Shaeula and I also grabbed our own.

“To Japan, and the future!” We raised our glasses and drank deeply. Damn, every day just gets crazier and crazier. Just wait until I tell my sis and Eri we met the Prime Minister…

As we sealed our alliance, discussing minor details such as financial support and how to deal with the aftermath of the attack by US agents, I considered our next move. There were three things I really needed to deal with. Firstly, as soon as the Anchor hits Rank three my Territory is going to need a significant overhaul… Secondly, I need to work on mastering more elements and getting stronger. Shaeula and Eri too. And thirdly, we are going to have to come up with a training plan that shows results and is totally safe… no messing up like with me and Eri, if Shaeula injures the noble girls, we are done!


Side Forty-Nine – The Raven Knight


The Raven Knight sat with his legs crossed in one alcove of the strange room, several brilliant orbs of light set in ornate braziers casting a fierce glow over the centre of the space, only to leave deeper, inky shadows around the edges and in the corners. I prefer the shadows, it suits me better.

He was not alone in this. Finally he had persuaded the Jorogumo out of her spiderwebbed lair she had thrown up on the edges of his hidden Territory, and then only because he had promised her revenge on those that had hurt her. Other than me, of course. She should be grateful, that was to save our lives… from that by-blow bitch and her mortal sympathiser…

Behind his black-beaked mask the sounds of teeth grinding together could be faintly heard. I cannot believe how misfortune upon misfortune has befallen me. I am supposed to be the bearer of ill-fortune, yes, yet it dogs my steps incessantly, beyond my usual travails. With his Dark Rhyming Tree stolen all his plans were on hold, and though he had sought out these allies, such as they were, to aid him, the situation had taken a turn for the worse.

Just why are there so many Seelie crawling about that Territory now? Before all they had were a few weaselkin and those brutish fools under Grulgor. Now there are weaselkin everywhere, and more… even Ulfuric, the army commander under that lustful, wretched bastard Shaetanao was there. A clash head-on will be much more than I can handle…

His gaze strayed to the Jorogumo. She had corrupted the spiders that lurked in his forests and had rebuilt her army, but even with her new pets, her strength was far from enough. On feeling his regard, she turned, hissing disconsolately at him from her web in the shadows.

“I don’t think she’s very fond of you, Master Raven.” His attention was drawn to the speaker, a young-looking girl with blonde hair pulled into drilled pigtails and bound with ribbons, sitting at the table that was out-of-place in the brightly-lit centre of the room. She was wearing a purple and black lace dress, with a parasol over one shoulder, while she was sucking on some sort of treat on a stick. She was making noisy slurping sounds, which set his teeth on edge, further worsening his mood, so he met her azure gaze with his dirty yellow one.

“That is none of your concern.” he grated, further incensed that he had to listen to such a young girl condescend to him. If I did not need support to triumph here, I would see all of these mortals dead. Playing with power they do not understand, gifted by those that had little concern for anything but their own goals and amusements…

As the young girl chuckled, the Raven Knight turned away. When he did so he regretted it, as his line-of-sight fell on another of his allies, one he detested even more. It was a man, middle-aged by how mortal humans reckoned years, and he was tall and well-muscled, his steel-grey hair matching with the bright white suit and shirt he was wearing, a thin red tie the only splash of colour on him. This one… his gift… it reeks of them…

There was another individual at the table, a small, rodent-like man, whose gaze was darting all around the room constantly, lingering on the exit, which was an archway with no door, simply leading out into an inky void. Despite himself, the Raven Knight was impressed at the artifice that went into the design. The ability to traverse the Boundary easily, and create such sealed spaces… that is an art few possess… if I had such, then reclaiming the Rhyming Tree, or even stealing another from the Unseelie… it would not be impossible.

Just as he thought this, the doorway into darkness shivered, and a tall, beautiful woman stepped through. She had dark eyes and long black hair, and was wearing a crimson dress exposing ample cleavage. Even the Raven Knight, who had long since eschewed sensual pleasures, unlike many of the Fae, was impressed. Still, I am hardly foolish enough to fall for that trap. Her eyes, they were the giveaway, inside burned the same sort of hatred he himself felt. A kindred spirit no doubt, and one he could work with, but one he would never trust.

Ignoring everyone in the room she strode to the table in the middle and pulled out one of the chairs, before sitting down, across from the nervous man, whose eyes were roaming over her body, but she paid it no heed.

“Well, so everyone is here. Simply splendid.” The final visitor, the one they were waiting for, strode through the dark portal on the heels of the woman in red. This one was clad head-to-toe in an obscuring white robe, draped down voluminously like a cylinder, hands the only things protruding out, and they too were covered in white, gloved and holding a silver walking stick. Their head was covered in a hooded mask, rising to a strange point, and it was entirely featureless, hiding even the eyes, the only colour that was not white a series of black triangles, pointing up and down and interlocking, a stylised smiling mouth full of jagged teeth.

“Well of course we are. You are the boss, right?” the blonde girl smirked. “Besides, who wouldn’t enjoy such scintillating company as these fine people?”

“Be a good girl and don't rile up the others, Suzu.” The white figure chided her gently, and she merely stuck out her tongue and sucked on her treat in answer. “We all have to work together. After all, alone we are vulnerable. Together… we can rule the world. No, all worlds!”

“Yay! I’m in!” Suzu clapped theatrically.

“I’m a busy man.” The white-suited man rumbled. “I don’t have time for playing with kids.”

“Hey, I’m not a kid.” Suzu protested, “I’m a proper Japanese idol.”

“Enough already. We are here for a reason.” The man shut her down. “I have many demands on my time right now. So what is our plan?”

The nervous man expressed agreement too. “Yeah, I… I don’t like being away too long. Makes me nervous…”

“I understand. I do.” The figure in white sighed. “But I thought it best to call this meeting, as the situation has changed. The Territory to our south has collapsed, eaten up by a rival I believe our silent friend over there has history with.” The figure pointed with the walking stick, and the Raven Knight swallowed a sigh of his own.

“Indeed. The Fae whore Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan and her human partner have begun gathering significant forces. It pains me to admit, but due to my own arrogance…” and alas, that the Boundary has not the depths of aether to support my true might… “… I lost my own Territory here to them, and was forced to flee.”

The Jorogumo echoed his anger, hissing about vengeance and using them as seed-beds for her spider-children when she captured them, which caused the girl and the nervous man to pale, imagining that gruesome fate.

“I see. So not to be trifled with. I suspected so, when the news of the fall of Kondou Kazuo was revealed. I had planned to scout him to our cause, although…” She regarded Suzu and the woman in the crimson dress. “… perhaps it is for the best. He wouldn't have gelled with some of our members, I fear. Though he did have quite the ally, similar to yourself, Sir Raven Knight. A pity. I wanted her most of all, but alas, it wasn't to be.”

“Splitting the wealth amongst too many is foolish anyway.” The white-suited man complained. “I still feel we have too many shares to give. Not everyone is pulling their weight.” The nervous man quailed under his stern gaze.

“You are scaring poor little Bunta, don’t be such a bully, Daizen. You know he’s useful…” Suzu chided.

“I can do it.” the one she called Bunta squeaked, his voice high. “When my power is unleashed, none can survive!”

He is certainly a coward, but that is why his ability is so… suitable… for him. “The issue is that this Kondou had a powerful Territory and strong backing. And now he is defeated as well.” The Raven Knight brought the conversation back on track. “Now our enemy seems to have made some sort of agreement with the Seelie Court, or at least her own father. Their Territory is full of Fae, some of them quite powerful. The longer we delay, the more danger there is of them encroaching on our interests…” My true Territory is far from their grasp, but they still have my Rhyming Tree…

“The Seelie Court. Wow, so cool, Master Raven. Though it isn’t right, shouldn’t it be something like the Night Parade, really? This is Japan, land of myth and legend! The Seelie sounds so boring in comparison…”

I do not understand her. Are all young humans so endlessly foolish? If she was ever to meet the true Night Parade, she would piss herself in terror, shortly before being tortured to death, no doubt. Much to my annoyance, she also has a useful ability. The leader of this group is skilled indeed at finding suitable allies. Though I suspect in the end, all will turn on each other, as is the way when great reward is dangled between a group bound only by self-interest… I myself only care about my Tree and vengeance. Still, as long as I receive those, I shall aid them, as per the agreements made. I have little choice, now the die is cast.

“We need to continue to increase our areas of control, and single out others who might stand against us.” Their leader said, walking around, the walking stick in their hands tapping a rhythm out on the strangely polished stone floor of the created room. “Tokyo is a big feast, but there are a lot of others out there who want to take what is ours. Ideally we stop them before they get too strong, or if we can’t, like Kondou Kazuo, then we bring them in if we can arrange it. If neither apply, like our friend the Raven’s nemesis… well, we need to take bold action.”

“Are you going to get Bunta to do his thing? That would work, I bet.” Suzu piped up, finishing her sweet treat and licking her fingers. “Otherwise it would come down to war. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I have my forces ready, but I’d hate to lose them after I’ve spent a month building them up, finding good material is such a chore.”

“First, we need to gather information. A war isn’t won without knowledge. Was it not Sun Tzu who said that victorious warriors win first and then go to war, while defeated warriors go to war first and then seek to win? It seems to be that Kondou Kazuo, despite his strength, neglected such wisdom. I have no intentions of ending up the same as he. Now, as for our plan…” The white-cloaked leader began to explain...
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“I will return first.” Daizen declared, walking towards the inky darkness that filled the doorway to their hideout. With not even a backward glance he vanished, sinking into the shadows. He was followed by the little man Bunta, who at least gave the remaining people nods of farewell.

“Your plan is super cool, boss.” Suzu was sucking on another of her sweets, idly twirling one of her excessively-curled braids with one finger. “I can’t wait to see how it all plays out. You can count on me. I’ll be counting on you too, spider-lady.” She smiled at the Jorogumo, who merely started back, her face expressionless.

“Aww, why is nobody other than the boss and Arisu-chan sociable? It totally blows. Oh well, I want to go to a concert, so I’ll be off.” She theatrically blew kisses at everyone before barrelling out of the room, vanishing like the rest.

“I too shall take my leave. I have no objection to your plans. Come.” He gestured to the rebellious spider that was his companion.

“Wait a moment, if you would.” The white-cloaked figure asked. “I would ask one question, before you depart.”

Pausing, noticing a change in her tone and demeanour, the Raven Knight swung his masked face towards her. “Well?”

“No need to be so wary. Are we not all comrades, all trying to build something special, something unique?” the leader shrugged. “I merely wanted your thoughts on something. These Fae… do you think they will be tasty? Will they satisfy me?”

Beside her, the beautiful woman in red looked down, a sneer on her face, while the Jorogumo cackled, pleased by the humour. Still, the Raven Knight knew one thing. I know a monster when I see one, and this one… there is a hunger within, one that exceeds even my thirst for revenge. I need to tread carefully around such rapacious beings, very, very carefully…


Side Fifty – Princess Eleanor Elizabeth Diana Windsor


“I’m pleased to see you safe, my granddaughter. It must be hard for you. I wish that there was another way, but… again, I’m sorry.”

The wizened old woman was sitting on an antique chair, observing Eleanor, but despite her advancing age, her eyes were still bright and sparkling, full of humour and wisdom. Still, there was a shadow on her face, a deep sorrow that Eleanor understood well.

Calming her shaking hands, she nodded, her voluminous brown hair, bound in a long ponytail by a simple silver ribbon, bouncing behind her. Meeting her grandmother's gaze with her own matching deep blue eyes, she spoke. “I… I know. But… but I can’t do it. Why… why did this have to come to me? Why not my brothers? After all, Richard is going to be King one day, and Henry went through his tour of the army. I… I don’t understand why it’s me…”

None of this should be possible. The world… the world isn’t like this! I’m the third child, and as a girl, I’m way down the line of succession. I thought my only royal duties would be to look good during public appearances, and keep out of trouble, no scandals for the tabloid press!

“I thought the same when I came to the throne. It wasn’t supposed to be me either, dear Eleanor.” Her grandmother, Elizabeth, the Queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain, said, reminiscing. “My brother William was killed in the War, and well, you know what happened to George. Therefore I was crowned, in the difficult time after the War, trying to steer our country through a tough, post-War era.” She leaned in, conspiratorially. “Now, most would say that the Prime Minster and the Cabinet run the country, and yes, that’s true, but we keep a secret that transcends the mundane matters that governments worry about.”

A secret. I know it now. How could I not? Her hands began to tremble once more, and she remembered the events of the previous few hours vividly, feeling her stomach clench, bile rising in her throat.

“Are you all right? Shall I summon someone to bring you a drink?” Queen Elizabeth asked, concerned.

“No, no… I’ll be fine.” Eleanor gasped. “I was just remembering…” The clash of steel on steel, the hideous yells of the vile Goblins as they swarmed over the warped landscape, the barking of the foul hounds, their spittle stinking and acidic, burning my exposed skin. All under a sky so strange and alien it defies belief.

“No, you need a drink. Something strong. When I find myself beset by worries, I find a tot or two of brandy or gin takes the edge off.” Laughing, she rang a small silver bell, and soon a butler entered, an elderly man, impeccably dressed.

“Your will, your Majesty?” he asked.

“Bring us some brandy, the good stuff. Oh, and some sweets to go with it.”

The butler bowed and withdrew, leaving them alone again. “I don’t know exactly what you have to face, and it grieves me, but the Royal Family has carried this secret for thousands of years. Even when families fell, such as the houses of York and Lancaster, the Saxons, or the Norman lines, even then they would pass on the tale, even to bitter enemies.”

“That’s what I don’t understand.” Eleanor protested. “King Arthur, the Round Table… it was all fiction. There’s no such thing as magic, or fairy realms.” Their conversation was interrupted as the butler brought in a silver cart, upon which was a selection of delectable cakes, as well as several bottles of fine brandy and mixers, as well as a chilled bowl of ice. As the butler left, the Queen filled two glasses, dropping in ice, clinking rhythmically, pleasant on the ears. Handing one glass to her shaken granddaughter, the Queen took a sip, signing contentedly.

“That hits the spot. Go ahead, Eleanor, dear. I know you aren’t a big drinker, but now is the time to indulge. After all, it isn’t every day you get to taste a Louis XIII Black Pearl Cognac.” The Queen took a longer sip, waiting.

Fine, I’ll drink, I will. Taking a small taste, she widened her eyes, the rich flavour surprising, the alcohol hitting her with its warmth. Taking another sip, she realised her grandmother was right. It was calming her down.

“The wisdom of age.” Her grandmother grinned cheekily, divining her thoughts. “Seriously, I too was sceptical. As it stands, only the direct heirs in line of succession are told, so until George abdicated, I knew nothing myself. Your father knows, of course, as does Richard. Though I have kept your plight from them, for now anyway. I intend to change that soon. Your burden should be shared, not for you alone to shoulder. Still…” The Queen topped up her glass, before cutting them both a slice of pretty cake. “… when I was told that the legacy treasures of the olden days were ours to keep safe for a time when they would be needed again… well, I didn’t entirely believe.”

“I don’t want to believe either…” Eleanor ate some cake, the sugar revitalising her. “… but how can I not? Still, the Green Man, the Green Knight… it feels like some sort of sick joke.”

“Well, many would envy your gift, Eleanor. After all, the ability to recover from injuries… your skin has never looked prettier, not a blemish on it. And you can’t even put on weight anymore. My dietician is always at me to look after my ailing health…”

Eleanor pouted, once more remembering the clash of battle she had endured for the last month, in accordance with the wishes of the strange tree-being that entered her dream, telling her she would carry the legacy of the legendary Green Knight, unkillable champion of the Druids of yore.

“Whether King Arthur existed, or was just an amalgamation of previous Kings of this sceptred isle, heroes did exist, and the treasures they carried are bequeathed to the rulers of this country under the pledge that when the darkness rose again, we would defend the land. And it seems that alas, the burden has fallen on you, to take up the mantle of our long-held responsibility.”

“I never asked for this…” she muttered, her voice small.

“No-one ever does.” The Queen sighed. “Eleanor, I want you to know that you aren’t alone. I plan to do everything in my power to aid you, oh Green Knight,”

“Grandmother!” Eleanor hissed, shocked, until she saw the impish look on her face. “Don’t tease me. It isn’t funny…”

“You smiled though, dear granddaughter. I saw it!”

Oh grandmother… “I’m not smiling,” she pouted, denying it.

“Well, this old woman will allow you to deceive her.” Taking another long draught of her cognac she asked the question that was on her mind, weighing on her. “So, what is it like, Eleanor? The world of the fairies, our fair Avalon?”

Once more the thoughts of battle filled Eleanor's mind, but whether it was the alcohol fogging her thoughts, or the soothing presence of her grandmother, she felt able to talk about it. “Strange. A distorted mirror of our own. When I fixed my banner to the Tower of London, as you told me to…”

“Indeed, as the tale goes, when the ravens are gone from the Tower, and the Tower falls, so too shall Britain be destroyed, despair covering the land.” her grandmother interrupted, leaning forwards, eager to hear more. “Were there ravens there? Surely there must have been, right, dear Eleanor?”

“Please don’t interrupt. This is hard enough to talk about as it is.” she chided, and the Queen shrugged apologetically. “Yes, there were ravens. The Tower is larger, abnormally so. Underneath it is a vast space, where the relics are kept. That reminds me…” Eleanor searched for the right words. “The Green Armour… here, it is nothing but an ancient suit of armour you gifted me, made of old copper, green with verdigris. Nothing about it other than its age shows it to be anything other than that.”

“Oh, now you have my interest.” The Queen chuckled. “Our Royal duty has been to guard these for the day they would be needed. To think I’d see that day, now that I’m too old…” She refilled her glass, and Eleanor clicked her tongue.

“Grandmother, I’m sure your personal physician told you to cut back on the drinking, didn't he?”

“You’ve got me.” Elizabeth smiled. “But if I can’t share a drink with my hero of a granddaughter, when she is finally fulfilling the duty we have carried for so long, what’s the point of living?”

Father is right. No-one ever wins an argument with Grandmother. “Don’t say that. If you were to die, the whole country will go into mourning.”

“Well, it’ll happen sooner of later. Best everyone gets used to the idea.” The Queen snorted. “Anyway, do go on.”

Eleanor held in a sigh. “All right then. As I was saying, in that strange world… the Green Armour… it was completely different, all emerald and gold. The relics too, not that I was able to use most of them. Still, one of the swords fit my hand.” At that she scoffed, self-deprecatingly. “Swords. I never even did fencing or sabres at school. I was always an equestrian. To think…” She swallowed a mouthful of the cognac, drowning her rising panic. “… now I have to swing a sword at horrible monsters. It’s a sick joke.”

“My poor Eleanor. If I could take your place, you know I would. Or even if I could make my sons do it…”

The thought of her grandmother fighting those … creatures… wearing heavy armour and waving weapons was a comical one and Eleanor leaked another small smile. Feeling that was her grandmother's intent she shook her head. “It’s as you said earlier. No-one gets to choose. Besides, there are a lot more suits of armour and weapons down there. If I was chosen, maybe in time my brothers will join me.” She smiled a touch bitterly then. “When that day comes, I’ll hide behind them, and let them fight off the rabid hordes…”

“So, what are they like? All our royal wisdom says is that they will be terrifying and cruel. Once more I’m pleased that the Green Man chose you. It’d be terrible if you got scarred before your marriage.”

“Grandmother!” Eleanor said, scandalised. “I don’t even have a boyfriend. If you want to talk about marriage, speak to Henry. He’s dating some American model.”

“Yes I’ve met her, she’s interesting enough.” The Queen allowed. “Anyway, we were talking about the enemies of our country, of Avalon.”

“We were, weren’t we?” Eleanor ate another slice of cake, her fourth piece. Yes, never being able to put on weight is a gift every girl thinks they would kill for. I would have thought so too, watching my weight and keeping my complexion good was always a hassle, but if I was photographed by the press looking flabby or spotty I’d die of mortification. Still, now I actually have to fight for it… I’ve changed my mind. But I have it, so I may as well use it…

“Well, outside the tower, the sky is strange. It’s like the northern lights you can see in the Scottish Isles, just with stranger colours, and there is no sun or moon. No light at all, other than the strange auroras, really, yet you can still see clearly. And London… it seems to be a mixture of the new and the old, just without people. But there are things there.”

Eleanor talked about the Goblins with their sharp knives and garish red outfits that were swarming the ghostly streets en-masse, as well as the baleful hounds, and the angry lumbering Giants that she had avoided. Before long the bottle of cognac was empty, and she was feeling pleasantly drunk, unusual for her.

“See, talking about it did help, didn’t it?” the Queen was triumphant. “Any time it gets too much for you, I’m always here for you. I welcome a visit from my cutest granddaughter.”

“If the others hear you say that, they’ll be upset.” Eleanor warned, but she was feeling a little better now.

“Let them.” She waved a hand dismissively. “They aren’t carrying your burden. And speaking of that…” the Queen continued. “… I shall move Heaven and Earth, the whole country, to make sure you have the support you need. Not just for my duty as the Monarch, but because I want to see you as safe as possible. I’ve spoken to the Prime Minister, and surprisingly enough, he believed my tale immediately. Well, he is quite the colourful character, after all. With his help and my own connections, I’ve found a list of others who have been chosen like you. It’s difficult as this is a state secret and needs to be kept under wraps, at least for now, but I’ve spared no effort for you, my beloved granddaughter.” Retrieving a tablet computer, she passed it over.

“This is…” Eleanor gasped, seeing the series of profile photographs and detailed breakdowns.

“Yes. This modern technology really is quite something. Anyway, these are the people we have found who have also been blessed with strange gifts, and are willing to aid us, for appropriate renumeration, of course. There should be a fair few new faces in the New Year’s Honours List.”

As Eleanor scanned the list, she felt tears of relief welling up, warring against her endless fears. I won’t be alone anymore. Oh, how good that feels…


Side Fifty-One – Princess Adoria Vi Tra Palludia - ??????????


The young girl sat watching the water in the ornate marble fountains shoot into the sky with her melancholy golden eyes, spray falling down to the surface of the water in a fine mist, leaving behind dancing rainbows in the oppressive heat of the early-afternoon suns. Up above, the smaller sun was starting to rise, adding its warmth to the true sun that was nearing its peak.

Her long pink hair fluttered behind her in the breeze, and her attendant, a young girl who was waving at her softly with a peacock-feather fan to drive away the most oppressive heat, suddenly spoke up, her voice soft and diffident. “Princess, you seem unhappy. Should I call for your maids? Or perhaps your sister? She always knows how to cheer you.”

The Princess forced a smile, though it took quite the effort. Still, she was unwilling to show weakness before her attendant. If she did that, her mother would surely scold her. “Pay it no mind, perhaps looking at the water was merely making me thirsty.” Besides, neither of my sisters will have time for me and my moods, not now…

“I see.” Her servant brightened. “I shall run and fetch you a cool glass of juice immediately, Princess. Please remain here until I return!” With that her attendant put down her fan, hiked up the hem of her dress and hurried off back into the palace behind her.

Now alone, though she was aware that several of her personal guards would still be watching from a discreet distance, she was finally able to show her worries. Biting down on her lip softly, she clenched her small fists, remembering the conversation she had with her older sister just that morning.

“Adoria, the situation on the northern border is far more grave than we are told.” Her beautiful sister had said, her golden-blonde hair that she so envied sparkling under the light of the single sun at dawn. “I know we keep telling the populace that the Demons are driven back again and again, but the truth is…” She leaned in close, smelling of sweat and light perfume. “… every time we take further horrific losses. Even with the assistance of Demera Vi Un Crusellode, our Astral fortress was ravaged. I don’t believe we can withstand another attack.”

She shuddered at the memory. Princess Demera had the lineage of Metal, and was renowned for her indestructible style on the battlefield, a master of siege fortifications, making any defence easy. If even she was not enough to secure a clear victory… but that was not the worst of it, not by far.

“… Even so.” Her sister had continued. “Demons are gathering even in our true lands. The days when we could confine them to the Astral ended when the Princesses of Flames and Lightning perished against the Champion of Andras.” Vudorixas the Massacre. Her sister had not named the brute, one of the four great Demons who were leading the destruction of their world. It was almost like the legends of long ago, of the four horseman who would herald the end of days. Plague. War. Betrayal. Death. If so, Vudorixas would definitely be the horseman of War…

“… the Princess of Flames has died again. I’m not supposed to tell you this, mother and eldest sister think you are too young, but I think you should know.” Her sister continued. “Now the burden has passed back to her mother. She is too old. Worse, those who have received the gift of Fire and Flames all fought to the end, but…”

Nothing more had needed to be said. The purpose of the Elemental Bloodlines was to create ever-stronger warriors with each generation. The bloodlines went back two-thousand years, as she was taught by her tutors, unbroken since the first true kingdoms rose out of barbarism and tribalism. And for eighteen hundred years that tradition continued unabated. Until the Demons invaded. Despite the warm heat of the suns she shivered, the thought of the Demons terrible, though she had obviously never seen one herself.

Her musings were interrupted by her attendant, bringing her cool, refreshing drinks on a tray. She took one, and sipping on it, remembered the last thing her sister had told her before she was forced to rush away to attend a war council.

“… eldest sister Elenya… it is time for her to marry. We have no time to wait, lest our Bloodlines join the lost ones. Earth, Lightning, and now likely Fire… three precious Elements destined to vanish… I too…” Her beautiful sister had looked away then, saddened. “If sister seems distant, upset… well, please try to understand. Besides… soon you as well…”

At first the Demons had been little trouble, or so the history books said. Indeed, initially, when the tides of the Astral strengthened, surrounding the world, it had driven civilisation to new heights. The Bloodlines grew even stronger, and in the Astral sphere around the world new marvels were wrought, new defences built. Some small incursions were easily defeated, and new breakthroughs in Elemental and Magical technology were commonplace. For forty years, the world had prospered. It was then that the way to transfer the power of the Bloodlines from the Princesses to others was found as well.

That was when our kingdom entered a golden age. After all, we have the Bloodlines of Ice, Light, Darkness and Wind. Though Darkness was currently carried by her cousin, the daughter of Duke Vespatian, Kiela. I like Kiela, even if she’s really quiet and you can never tell what she’s thinking…

Apparently everyone thought that nothing would ever change, that the glory of the kingdoms and their Bloodlines would continue forever. But one hundred and sixty years ago, the first Astral fortress fell. The retaliation from the armies of the many kingdoms was swift and brutal, and the Demons perished in their tens of thousands, but… that was the beginning of the end.

The Demons grew bolder, fiercer, their numbers and strengths ever-increasing, and as the years marched on, strongholds and fortresses were lost one after another, seemingly without respite, the Territories of the Astral falling to the Demons, until only a few kingdoms were holding out, those with either Elemental Bloodlines or powerful magical technology. Then, thirty years ago, the Demons finally started finding their way through to the world below the Astral, the cradle of their civilisation. Again, at first it was but a few, though isolated towns and villages were razed, the people slain, eaten, or worse.

Still, now, in the present, around twenty percent of the known world was in Demon hands, along with nearly seventy percent of the Astral surrounding them. Anyone who studied the progression of history could see that barring a miracle, there was only one outcome for their world…

“Is there something wrong, Princess?” Her attendant snapped her out of her gloomy thoughts. “Is the juice not to your liking?”

Realising she had stopped drinking, the goblet held motionless in her hand, Adoria smiled gently. “No, I was just lost in thought. It is very pleasant.”

“That’s great!” her servant said, relieved. “The suns are harsh on your beautiful skin though. I should get you a parasol…”

As she watched her servant scuttle off, she finished her drink, the juice no longer sweet on her tongue, her troubled thoughts making everything taste bitter, like ashes…
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“Keldruin of the Noble Elves is reluctant to dispatch any of their forces. They take the long view…” her mother’s Chancellor was saying. The Princess froze at the door to her mother's chambers, not expecting her to be talking about important matters.

Shamefaced, she halted at the door, not sure whether to back away or simply knock and announce her presence. But I see mother so little now. And father is away at the front-lines…

Frozen with indecision, she continued to listen. “More fool them.” Her mother spoke, her tone cold as ice. “They may be one of the few lands able to hold both their Worldly and Astral Territories against the enemy, but when all of the rest of us are gone, and only Demons surround them on all sides, it will be too late to repent their foolishness and wish they had been less isolationist, better neighbours.”

“Crusellode still offers us support, though with their Princess of Metal injured, they will be limited in what they can provide for the moment. She was only sent to the battlefield because she is the hardest to kill of any Bloodline. No doubt now they will seek to have her pass on the Bloodline to a new daughter, so for the next few years she will be married off and try for a child. Her brothers will have to take up the slack, but even the Metalguard are nothing more than trivial obstacles for the current Demon hordes…”

“We could ask your cousin for help, I am sure she…” the Chancellor began again, only to be shot down ruthlessly.

“Never. The path that witch has taken, with her poor daughters… it is cruel enough that I am asking mine to marry men they likely detest so that they may pass on their Bloodline before fighting and dying on the field of battle, but to do what she has…” her tone was venomous. “… it is abhorrent. I must be a hard mother, cold, for that is the weight of two-thousand years upon my shoulders, but to turn my daughters into little more than abused tools to spawn more warriors… do not mention her again. Some means cannot be justified. Better we all perish than become worse than the Demons we fight.”

“I understand. So then, the Noble Elves have turned down our entreaties. What about the other races? We are on poor terms with the Dwarves, but even so…”

The Princess tried to slink away from the door, only for it to open, her eldest sister looking down at her with a distant, false smile on her face. “Sister, I thought I heard you out here.”

“Uhh, sister Elenya, I was just wanting to speak to mother, but I heard the Chancellor in there, so…” Elements above, my sister is huge! She had always wished she was bustier, like her sisters, but they usually just teased her and said it would come when she was older. Still, my sisters are both beauties. Elenya has eyes and hair the colour of the finest jade, while mine is this stupid, weak pink colour.

“Stop pouting.” Elenya whacked her gently on the head, causing her to tear up. “You might as well come in. We are almost done.”

Seeing the Chancellor, she held in a shudder. She didn’t dislike him personally, not really, although she found him a little unctuous and quick to flatter her and her sisters, but she had a natural aversion to him, as apparently his son had a high affinity for Air and Wind, so was a likely candidate to marry her sister Elenya. The son, Barbro, she loathed.

The potential marriage alone was not the entire reason for her antipathy of course, though it was certainly reason enough. She had found him staring at her other sister as well during balls and parties that were held at the palace, and even at her and Kiela. Rumour was that he had already got several girls pregnant. I hate him, he’s creepy. My poor sister…

Remembering what her middle sister Claira had mentioned this morning, she prayed to the Elements Above that Elenya could avoid marrying him, and at least find someone she could be happy with, or at least tolerate. Sadly, in these hard times, happiness is not something we can demand. Our kingdom still stands, but many others… She shuddered, darker rumours circulating amidst the servants when they thought that no-one else was listening, detailing lurid, vile tales of what happened to those in Demon-held territory, especially captured Elemental Princesses…

“I shall take my leave.” The Chancellor bowed. “My Queen. Princess Elenya. Princess Adoria.” He bowed to them all again in turn, displaying faultless manners. “My son passes on his regards.” He smiled toadily at Elenya, who nodded politely, her face expressionless except for a tiny smile. “I do hope I can see you together soon. In these current times of war, it would be reassuring for the Bloodline of Wind to have an heir, would it not?”

With that he left, and Adoria relaxed, only to be rapped on her head by her sister once more. “Ouch…” she muttered, clutching at where she was struck, though the blow was light and teasing.

“You need to keep your feelings from your face. Put on a mask, as I do, and your mother does.” Elenya warned her. “Anyway, you wanted to see mother, so I shall leave you.”

As she turned for the exit, her mother spoke. “Daughter. I am sorry to push you to this, but it is either Barbro or one of the Noble Elves. Only they have the requisite affinities to strengthen the Bloodline. I know the choice is hard, but… we no longer have much time left. The Demon advance grows swifter year on year. I suspect within ten more years, everything will be over.”

Elenya nodded. “I understand, my Queen.” At that, the Queen clicked her tongue, annoyed, but Elenya carried on as if she hadn’t heard. “But if I could have a little more time to mull it over…”

“A little. It is all I can spare. The same for Claira too. Soon we will all have to face the battlefield, and I’ll not have Wind and Ice end the same way as Earth and Lightning.”

Elenya bowed once more, before retreating from the room, and out of the corner of her eye Adoria could see the mask slip, her face cold and anguished. Sister Elenya… I wish there was something I could do to aid you…

“So, my daughter, what brings you to see me?” her mother asked, her golden hair flowing like a waterfall of molten metal around her still-youthful face. “I have little time for idle chit-chat, I fear.”

No! I forgot why I wanted to speak to her… now what do I do? Mortified, Adoria wracked her brains for something to say, the stern azure gaze of her mother conspiring to keep her head empty…


Side Fifty-Two – Priestess Of Ise, Yukiko, Princess Mikasa


“It is good to see you again, my dear Yukiko.” The veiled figure who was kneeling before her said softly. “I trust you have been well?”

Yukiko bit down on a sigh, knowing showing any weakness would be beneath her station as a Princess of the Imperial Family of Japan, born of the bloodline of the Gods, despite what Japan had been forced to concede after the disastrous Second World War. There was just something so… frustrating… about the Diviner, something that always made her feel inferior. It can’t be her looks, as I’ve never seen her without the veil shrouding her features. From what I’ve heard rumoured, nobody has since she awakened to her talents at the age of just four years old… Though of course the cascade of beautiful black hair and the slender body under her shrine maiden attire was probably an indication that her hidden face was likely a similar work of art. Since then, no-one has spoken her name either…

Ugh, how is it I can get all worked up about her looks, even when I’ve never seen them? Seriously though, I may be used to scrutiny, but in shrine and temple circles, seeing the hidden face of the Diviner would be enough for many men to risk their very lives for, and some women too, if gossip is to be believed. At that unworthy thought her face flushed, and she looked down herself, idly drumming her fingers on the ornate armrest of the chair she was sitting on. Despite that, she's my friend. I shouldn't be so... so selfish. She knows what it is to be isolated, an object of reverence. Just like I do...

“I suppose I can’t complain.” she said at last. “Though I still have to wonder if this is all just a strange dream. Really, if I wasn’t already aware of your abilities, Diviner, I would have considered myself crazy.”

The Diviner tilted her veiled head, and Yukiko had the impression she was smiling beneath the obscuring cloth. “Alas, it is not your fate to drift into the blessed mire of insensibility, no more than I was able to. Take heart, for I too have been chosen, and I shall not forsake you, my dear Yukiko. After all, who understands you better than I do? Indeed, to this end, I have come to warn you of a great danger. The mists have parted, and Tsukuyomi revealed a vision to me in the reflected moonlight.”

Danger, to me? She shuddered at the thought. Before Amaterasu blazed into her dream, giving her gifts that she believed she would never have, far stronger than the feeble remains that dwelt within shrine and temple bloodlines, barring the aberrant Diviner, of course, the only danger she had faced were crazed stalkers, interested in her purely because she was a member of the Imperial Family.

But now… It’s got to be about the World of the Gods… I don’t want to have to do this. Still, a woman from the Imperial Family always has to be the shrine maiden of Ise Grand Shrine, lest Japan be destroyed. Every country has similar legends, so we’ve believed this and obeyed without question for thousands of years…

“Allow me to share my vision, oh Princess of the Heavens.” The Diviner said, bowing low, her tone taking on an eerie sing-song quality, magnifying the strange agelessness her voice exhibited. “The Great Red Dragon of the Numberless East will pass over our Japan, shedding scales of red that will turn into rapacious ants that seek to devour all in this land, reducing it to barren ashes, only to feed their hives in the Dragon's lair. Even so, the light of the Sun will burn those that stray close to Ise Grand Shrine, yet this pure radiance will draw something darker… I see golden eyes that hold no beauty, staring at your shining silver link to the Sun, and a maw of darkness opens… should it snap shut, your death is certain, and Ise will be devoured by the ants, and Japan shall be bereft of the light of the Sun, Amaterasu forever shunning us as a vile hunger consumes all…”

That’s… terrifying. Yukiko shuddered. She had seen things, of course, outside of Ise in the world of the Gods, yet her power purified those that approached her carelessly, and within the shrine she was nigh-invincible, but against a Dragon, or this darker thing… feeling sick, she turned away, feeling tears well up in her eyes.

“Rest assured, all is not lost.” The Diviner assured her. “My visions are not inevitable, they are granted to me so I can change bitter futures, that is what I believe. And so… in the reflection of the moonlight I also saw something, no, someone… who can help you forestall this disaster. He shall be blessed by a God not of this land, yet hold the favour of the Kami that dwell here, and the favour of the Moon shall be with him. Six great trials are coming, though I cannot see all of them clearly, and Six Princesses of the Six Paths shall be necessary, if he is to stave off the ruin of this land. Your fate is to face the Red Dragon, but should you find this man, it is within fate for the jaws in the shadows to be shattered before your light is extinguished.”

Six Princesses, Six Paths… I’m learned in Buddhist lore, the Six Paths are… let me see, Heaven Realm, Human Realm, Asura Realm, Animal… or perhaps Beast… Realm, Hungry Ghost Realm, and Hell Realm. She called me the Princess of the Heavens, does she mean…

“Why yes, I do mean what you are thinking, Yukiko, my dear.” The Diviner laughed, her voice like clear temple bells. At her puzzlement, the Diviner only laughed harder. “No, I am not reading your mind, you tend to show what you are thinking on your face far too much for a Princess. In all seriousness…” she continued. “… I have seen four of the Princesses in my vision, though you are the only one I recognise, because of course I have known you for years, since you were only a small child, have I not? We are fine friends, I like to think.”

“… I’ve always wondered.” Yukiko said, the weight of the prophecy bearing down on her. “Just how do you see the future? That’s one thing I’ve never understood. Even my gift, the Light of Amaterasu, makes some kind of sense. But the future isn’t written, is it? Therefore how can you know what is coming?”

“A question I have asked myself often, ever since the day I first beheld the future, so long ago I barely remember.” The Diviner sighed. “I can give no clear answer, though now I have been blessed by Tsukuyomi I have more insight into such matters. There are several types of futures, but two are particularly relevant. The first are Definite futures. After all, it takes no great wit to know that the sun will rise tomorrow, does it?”

“Well no.” Yukiko allowed. “But it might not, I guess.”

“It will. Without question.” The Diviner affirmed. “And like the rising of the Sun, some events have such gravity, such weight to them, that the very universe conspires to make them happen. They are simply a matter of cause and effect. I believe my gift allows me to somehow fathom these strands and threads of causality that feed into such events.”

“So what’s the second type?” Yukiko asked, intrigued despite herself, as the Diviner had never talked about such esoteric matters before, their conversations on the occasions they met usually harmless and light, two lonely people gently sharing little.

“I call them Destined futures.” she declared.

“That sounds the same as the other type.” Yukiko pouted.

“Yes, but they are not. Destined futures have no weight to them, and should be impossible for me to see. Yet they seem to create themselves from seemingly disconnected events, forming a web of destiny that must surely be as fragile as glass, yet is as unbreakable as the hardest of steels. I find myself seeing these more and more, a series of interlocking fractals that form part of an unplanned yet fated whole. One that, unless prevented…” she trailed off, and Yukiko knew she needed to hear no more.

“So… I’m going to die then?” Yukiko managed at last. “That’s so unfair. I’ve barely lived my life. I’ve never had a… ugh, never mind, so when will it happen?”

The Diviner rose, and breaking protocol and tradition, she moved towards Yukiko, who was frozen. Mounting the cypress dais upon which sat the seat of the High Priestess, the Diviner suddenly stretched out her arms, and enfolded Yukiko in a hug, something that had never happened before in all their long acquaintance, for the Diviner was notoriously shy of human contact, and Yukiko herself wasn't a tactile person.

She’s warm. I can feel her heat… Blushing despite herself she let the Diviner commit the sin of touching her Imperial person, listening to the soft beat of her heart as she was pushed against her chest. “Hush, silly girl. Did you not listen to me? This destined future might lead to your death, but I have foretold it to break that chain of coincidence and random happenstance. And to do that I have seen that if you search for that definite future, and seek the aid of this man… there is a faint hope the Red Dragon can be turned from these shores. Though… a White Dragon, Great Pillars of Heaven and Earth, and three more equally dire threats will still await this land…”

So, there’s still hope… Feeling relief, trying not to think about the mentioned White Dragon and the Pillars, the first threat to her being terrifying enough, she allowed herself to feel safe for the first time since she had been given her powers. “It must be nice, being a hero that even destiny is following.” she pouted, lashing out at this unseen person.

“I do not fully understand my gifts. Who could?” The Diviner whispered. “But I do not believe that a hero simply appears, the strands of destiny heralding their inevitable arrival. No, I like to believe that a hero is possible because they work hard enough to draw in the skeins of fate, creating the possibility of miracles. Perhaps heroes are made, not born. So, do not despair, my dear Yukiko. There is a chance to grasp to save yourself yet. And of course…” the Diviner’s voice was close to her ear, the veil covering her features fluttering with her breath. “… maybe you shall manage to fulfil your hearts’ desire? I wonder what he is like…”

At that Yukiko flushed, quickly pushing the Diviner away, only growing more hot and red as her delicate laughter resounded around the cypress of the Naikū shrine. “Enough, I merely wished to lift your spirits in these troubling times. In any case, since I am here, I would like to see the gardens. I remember them being beautiful this time of year. Perhaps we can take some tea and treats outside under the trees, and talk of old times and younger days? The weather is gorgeous today. Alas, I cannot tarry for long, as you have another guest coming.”

I do? Who could it be… oh, probably him. Again. I’m not going to support his faction, despite us both worshipping Amaterasu.

“Do not make that face. You will need his support. Just tell him that, though do not say it came from me. Ask him if he has heard rumours of the other factions seeking outside support. That will start moving the wheels of fate and destiny.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Indeed, yes, it’s Saionji-san. Keeping her face neutral, she offered her greetings, wishing it was the Diviner again, as no matter how mysterious and often just plain confusing she was, Yukiko always ended up feeling better by the time she had departed, and she needed that more than ever, a friend she could unburden herself to. Yes, there are those in the Palace, they understand on the surface, but... it's not the same.

Still, she was a member of the Imperial Family, so when she had to, she could be regal. “So, what brings you here, Priest Saionji? I hope it is not merely to rehash your prior request? The Ise Grand Shrine has always stood neutral amidst the factions of faith, and now more than ever, this is not the time to change that.”

Saionji-san merely bowed politely in response. “No, while I would of course be delighted to have your support, I know such would be too much to ask. Of course, as fellow adherents of Amaterasu, I confess to being pleased that you have been so blessed. The Imperial Family has long been considered to be Divine, after all. Despite unwise agreements of the past.”

I hate this topic of conversation. I never felt particularly Divine, and nor did my parents or brother. Besides, we were forced to recant after losing the War…

Still keeping calm, she asked him again why he was there then, and Saionji-san smiled brightly. “I have an impertinent, yet I hope simple request, if I may?” At her unwilling nod, he continued. “Soon we shall hold a Conclave, to settle the issue of how the traditional faiths of Japan should seize the opportunities this new world presents us. After all…” He spread his arms wide, gesturing expansively. “… are we not at the forefront of the long dreamed-of reawakening of the Spiritual? I fear if we allow in-fighting and delay to fog our steps, precious Spiritual places will be lost forever, and Japan will be all the poorer for it, and our outside enemies will rejoice.”

That… well, it is a concern. It is why I am defending the Ise shrine… She had to admit his thoughts on that made sense. Of course, the Diviner had warned her that Saionji-san was eager to claim Kyoto for himself and that was a higher priority to him than the good intentions he was spouting at her.

“Every light casts dark shadows.” He continued, buoyed by her lack of rebuttal. “To allow Kyoto, the city closest to the Divine, to potentially face ruin, due to our own lack of unity…” His expression was sorrowful, and Yukiko struggled not to laugh at his melodramatic acting. “So I ask of you, if you cannot endorse our cause, please at least attend the Conclave as a guest of utmost honour. I believe that someone of the Imperial Family should attend, as it is time to repudiate the past mistakes made due to our loss in the War, and for the Emperor and his lineage to take up the mantle of Divinity once more. After all, is not your gift from Amaterasu the proof of this?”

So that’s it. Even if I don’t officially support him, if I am there, at his invitation… it gives him an air of authority, borrowing mine, and through me the Emperor’s. Still, going back on our agreement with America that was forced on us after the War… that’s dangerous thinking… Conclave, huh…

Thinking back to what the Diviner told her, she placed one hand on her cheek, adopting a pose of careful thought. “I think that since I am not from the lineage of the shrines and temples, I should refrain from attending.” She frowned. “After all, it isn’t like you would let any other outsiders attend, if you intend on discussing such weighty matters, am I right?”

Saionji-san shook his head. “As Priestess of the Grand Shrine at Ise, you have as much right to be considered among us as any, and with your blessing from Amaterasu, more than most! Even so, I can allay your fears. Some… uninvolved attendees will be invited, such as Takakura-san, to represent the nobility, as well as… well, poor Uchida-san has found someone outside of his faction to place his hopes in. From what I gather, he isn’t even from a lineage of faith at all! So sad, pitiful really.” At that he wasn’t able to hide his smirk. “So you see, there would be no objections to your attendance…”

As he rambled on to convince her, Yukiko considered the words of the Diviner one more time. Ask him If he has heard rumours of the other factions seeking outside support. That will start moving the wheels of fate and destiny. Is it this person Saionji-san has mentioned, or someone else? Remembering talk of the Red Dragon, the darker thing, she pondered her answer carefully. Just what is the right choice? I don’t want to get involved with this mess, but I don’t want to die either…


Side Fifty-Three – The Cracks Starting To Show


First Crack - Choe-Museon Private Boarding Academy – Somewhere in South Korea

“Jun-Seo, what do we do? Your sister has control of the kitchens and supply rooms. If we don’t do something, she’ll starve us out.”

Jun-Seo frowned, running a hand through his messy dark-brown hair. Biting at his lip, he tried to project an image of strength and confidence, but it was hard for him, always being stuck in the shadow of his twin sister. Even now, his sister was blocking him at every turn, ruining his life, his new chance for glory and success!

“The internet is down too, right? And there’s never been any mobile signal here. Go to a boarding school and build character, separated from the distractions and temptations of modern life, my parents said. I bet yours were similar, eh?”

The boy that was speaking to him turned away, grimacing, and Jun-Seo got the urge to berserk him to ruin, but quickly pushed down that desire, knowing it would be far too wasteful. After all, he didn’t have as many followers as his damn sister, her gift was the opposite of his, constructive rather than destructive. Still, after having seen his Berserker Blood in action, Jun-Seo was convinced that for once he could outshine her, his power stronger.

“Well yeah.” The boy said at last, the silence from Jun-Seo making him nervous, so he was desperate to fill it. “Choe Museon prides itself on ascetic discipline and self-reflection, as well as high achievements. None of us are here because we volunteered. Anyway, Cho-Hee noona… err… your sister…” As Jun-Seo glared at the boy, he changed his term of respect towards his sister. “… must have used her Obedience on one of the teachers who knew where the junction boxes were. Pretty smart, just what you’d expect from noona… err, your sister.”

It was smart, unfortunately, as the internet was the only way to connect to the outside and call for help to end this madness. Still, for once both he and Cho-Hee were in agreement. This school was now their playground, and only one of them could rule. Still, while Berserker Blood was more powerful, it wouldn’t help secure them food. It was impossible to stop them getting water, there were too many toilets and bathrooms scattered around the school and the dormitories, but with only what food they could scrouge up from the dorms, they would grow weaker quickly.

“Obedience has the advantage in that she can use it to conquer the drivers who deliver supplies regularly. It’s the perfect power for a slut like my sister…”

“Cho-Hee noona isn’t like that… err, never mind.” The boy protested, trying to defend her before realising it was just provoking Jun-Seo further.

Pushing down the urge to berserk the annoying little Ssi-Bal-Nom, Jun-Seo had to admit that while his sister was popular and all the boys and most of the girls all dreamed of her as a partner, a lover, his sister was always scrupulous in avoiding relationships, probably because she was too damn stuck-up and viewed everyone as beneath her. Especially him. They were twins, how could she constantly disrespect him so?

“The neutral groups will need to pick a side soon.” Jun-Seo started pacing restlessly. His blood was boiling, ever since the first time he had used Berserker Blood on a person, watching as they lost all reason, their eyes and ears bleeding as they raged and rampaged until their body failed, bones breaking and muscles tearing. At first he had been sick, spending several days curled up into a ball and crying at what he had done, but… his sister had forced him to act! It was her fault, all her fault! And after the first death… it was easier. Now dozens of students and staff members were dead, used up in berserk rages. Still, that meant that his own forces were dwindling.

“If they don’t side with us, we’ll have to… appropriate their resources.” He finished coldly. After all, if he didn’t, his sister would. Her ever-growing army of mindless slaves was an annoyance, but unless Cho-Hee controlled them directly, they were little more than zombies.

“Yeah, I get we need more allies, but… if we make a move, your sister will know.” The boy complained.

“Of course she will. My amkae of a sister probably has sympathisers in our own camp. Sadly for her, she’s too smart, so she doesn’t understand actions that seem to make no sense…” There was another way, one only he could take. Him and his damned sister. “Tonight, I’ll use Berserker Blood on a couple of the prisoners we have. When they are distracting her, forcing her to respond, you lead our people to take over the dormitory where the girls who didn’t want to fight are holed up… feel free to make examples of a few if you need to.”

“All right…” The boy looked equal parts excited and fearful of the actions to come. “But what about you? Where will you be?”

Jun-Seo merely smiled enigmatically, revelling in his superiority. While my sister is fighting fires here, I shall fight in the otherworld, and finally dislodge her entirely. When she loses that, it’ll only be a matter of time before I have her kneeling at my feet, repenting for all the torment she has put me through over the years…

Before the outside world noticed the Hell Choe-Museon had become, Jun-Seo needed to completely consolidate his control, and extract every ounce of profit available here. After all, had not the Dokkaebi he met in that strange otherworld promised him he would be the ruler of Korea, no, the world? Not realising he was rubbing his hands together in glee, an expression of creepy delight on his face, Jun-Seo imagined the future he would have, when everyone would have to finally respect him.

Cho-Hee, I won’t kill you of course. You are my… beloved… sister. I’ll let you watch as I finally take my place as the sibling everyone loves and respects! Our parents… I can hardly wait to see their faces, as they regret treating me so much worse than you!
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Second Crack – Luisenstadt, Berlin, Germany

“Hey mister, can you spare me some change? I’m soooooooooo hungry.” Adelheid took advantage of her childish features to make her look even younger than she was, her pale blue eyes watering convincingly, as if she was on the verge of tears. This is the only time looking so youthful serves any purpose. It is frustrating, but what else can I do?

The man she had approached, an older man wearing a long, not particularly clean trench coat over denim, scratched at his untidy brown beard idly, eyeing Adelheid. His gaze ran up and down her short, slender form, which was wearing a white summer dress that had seen better days, a small backpack over her exposed shoulders.

His gaze was unpleasant, but Adelheid merely continued to smile pitifully, waiting. After a long moment the man pulled out his tatty wallet and produced a few low-value euro notes. Even so, Adelheid was unable to stop herself licking her lips at the thought of getting some money. It’s getting harder to steal from the shops around here. They are becoming wise to me.

On seeing her avid expression the man smiled invitingly. Handing her one of the notes, a measly five euros, he spoke. “Poor girl, are you out on the streets?”

At her nod, he continued, wheedling. “Why don’t you come back with me, and I can give you a few more euros, and I’ll even cook you a hot meal. You could even stay the night…” At that it was the man licking his own lips reflexively, and Adelheid held in a sigh. Looks like this again. Why don’t I ever run into anyone nice? I suppose I’ve always had rotten luck, why would it change now?

“I’d like that, mister.” she agreed in a young, sing-song voice. “I’m tired of being hungry and cold.”

Following the man through the run-down suburbs of Luisenstadt, Adelheid answered his questions politely, plotting her next move.

“Yes, I’m afraid my mom brought in a new man, and… well, I didn’t like the way he was looking at me.” she whined, cocking her head in imitation of an innocent child. “… and when he did, mom got mad and used to beat me. I don’t understand…” she whimpered, forcing tears from her eyes. “… what did I do? So I ran away from home. But I don’t have any money so I’m always hungry.”

“Oh that’s just awful.” The man said, shaking his head, but she didn’t miss the gleam in his eyes, predatory and reptilian. “Well, I’m sure life can only get better. So, your new father… did he ever… no, never mind.”

Ugh, disgusting. Is that all he’s thinking about? This is going to be bad. Again…

They walked past several rundown houses with people, mostly worn and tired old men, resting outside, drinking or smoking strange-smelling cigarettes. This district was even more run-down than the one she came from. Worse, they were all looking at her. The least threatening gazes were fogged with alcohol and illicit substances, while the worst… disgusting perverts, the lot of them. Still, if they think they can toy with me… those days are over. I may have been born under an unlucky star, but even I can catch a break now and again.

Seeing her steps faltering under the gazes of his neighbours, the man put his arm around her bare shoulder, pulling her close, as if to shield her from view. Her skin broke out in goosebumps at his touch, and she resisted the urge to pull away, or worse, but he seemed not to notice. That or he just doesn’t care. His breathing had sped up, and he was walking in a strange manner.

“Just over here. Don’t mind them, they are just surprised at how pretty a little thing you are.” he said jovially, and she held in a frown. Stepping up to a run-down set of stairs he escorted her up, his free hand opening and closing as if it was grabbing something.

Five euros. That won’t even last me a day… ugh. Upon reaching the door the man produced a key and opened the shabby portal up, revealing an untidy and barely cleaned inside.

“Don’t mind the mess…” he apologised. “I didn’t have time to clean, but… better than sleeping outside, right? It can get cold during September nights.”

True, especially when all I have is this dress and a few other bits and pieces in my bag. But if I was prepared to be abused, would I have run away from home? Why is everyone else such an idiot?

“Yes, it can be, mister!” She said nothing of what she was thinking. He guided her to the living area, where an old, stained sofa was. Sitting her down, he smiled at her, barely hiding his ill intentions. “I’ll get you some soup to warm you up, but first… how about showing mister a little affection, hey? I’ll make it worth your while. Nothing too bad, just…”

I don’t even look a teenager, pervert. Adelheid was quite a bit older than she looked, so she was aware of the evil things perverts could want from her, having always been pretty. Though I’ve seen better days. I hate being this dirty and unkempt. Once more she cursed herself for being born to such shitty parents. Still, she had learned at a young age to be careful and avoid bad situations, and that had kept her safe and pure. I’m not used to this…

“How about a hug and a kiss? Won’t it be nice to feel like you have a father, at least for a bit?” the man wheedled, his hand on her shoulder again, the other reaching for the straps of her dress. “I’ll stop there, I promise, and you can have the money and a place to sleep…. argh, you bitch, what the… owww!”

How stupid do you think I am? Adelheid spat in his face as he reeled back, his fingers mangled and broken. Why do you need to take off my clothes for a hug? This wasn’t the first time she had run into trouble in the three months she had run away from home. For the first month and a half it was hell, and she had barely got away from being molested more times than she cared to count. But then, one night, cold and shivering under a bridge, the only company the pigeons and sparrows that were roosting under the structure, she drifted off to sleep and her world changed.

Opening her eyes in the dream she was surprised to find she knew she was dreaming. Still, unlike the rare other times that had happened to her, she was unable to fly or do any of the other things people did in dreams. It was then she realised she was not alone, and a beautiful woman wearing a strange, silky white garment was there, with three female figures she could not make out hiding in the inky shadows behind her. Immediately on guard despite it being a dream, after a month and a half of danger she instinctively moved to protect herself, only for the woman to speak to her in a language she didn’t know. A few moments later she found she could understand the words, and they shocked her.

Apparently she had the opportunity to embrace her anger, and be chosen by Alecto, whoever that was. Thinking it merely a strange dream, and not concerned by the consequences anyway, she accepted. Then she knew pain, as though her very bones were shattering into magma. Once the pain faded, she looked up to find the three shadowy women gone, only the other remaining.

Snapping out of her memories she slammed shut the mouth of the screaming man, hard enough to shatter several of his teeth. Holding his jaw closed with one hand she glared at him with her blue eyes, the anger fuelling her blessing from Alecto. “Quiet, the walls are thin here. If it was me screaming, no doubt they would just laugh…” But if it was a grown man, someone might investigate. And I don’t want to run again, not for a few days at least. I didn’t let the filthy man touch my shoulder for nothing. The mysterious herald of Alecto had told her she needed to find a place to claim for her own, blending the world of dreams with Earth, but… where can I find that’s worth living? Not here, that’s for sure…

Still, as she tied up the man, bending knives and forks with her bare hands to make handcuffs and something to seal shut his mouth, she eyed his wallet. Oh well, at least I can manage a week or two after this… I can look for a place to belong when I’m full and warm for once. Maybe I should even buy some winter clothes. He doesn’t have much, but maybe if I scour the markets… Autumn is coming, after all…
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Third Crack – Far Haven, a small village somewhere in Utah

“Reverend, can you heal her? She’s always been scarred, ever since she was a child. She pulled a pot of boiling water off the stove, and she … well, you can see it. You are our last hope, Reverend!”

Joseph Young, a Reverend once, but now, in his own mind, the true leader of the faithful, eyed the small girl in front of him. “Indeed, she does seem to have suffered so.” The girl was shirtless, displaying the hideous scars that ran down her face, along her neck and shoulder and down one side of her torso. The shiny skin was taut and painful, and several cracks had formed as she moved, trickles of blood running down her body.

“It isn’t fair, she was a good girl. Why… why does God punish her so?” the modestly-dressed woman asked, tears in her eyes.

A good question, one scholars have pondered for as long as man has been able to think. Still, now I know the answer. They suffer because they were worshipping falsely. “Poor child. Your pain is over. The End of Days are here, and those that believe will be saved. Will you believe… believe in me, and the true God I serve?” he asked the little girl, meeting her eyes.

“She will, she will, Reverend!” the woman promised frantically, but he held up his hand, stopping her.

“I’m asking you, child. What’s your name?”

“Lacey…” she muttered weakly.

“Ah, Lacey. A pretty name for a pretty girl. Now, can you exalt God and his true prophet in your heart? If so you can be saved, and paradise awaits.”

The little girl didn’t look as if she entirely understood, but she nodded shyly.

“Excellent. In that case…” He laid his hands upon her scarred skin. She flinched under his touch, but his warm, fatherly smile reassured her. “… God, let her be healed!”

Healing Hands. And the ability to recover from all injuries. God is immaculate and perfect, so the ability to maintain my own perfection and return it to others is clearly the worthiest gift for me, the last Prophet, the voice of God. Metatron is old news. Now I speak for God!

As he felt the energy he pulled from that other place, the very foothills of Heaven, he had to struggle not to clench his fists and hurt the girl, who was shivering at his touch. There are always going to be those who betray the chosen. Judas after Judas. The Army had come for him, and they had ill-intent, it was clear. Still, his followers had resisted, fighting back, the sounds of gunfire echoing through the compound he lived in.

“Uhh, ahh…” the girl moaned, her burned skin flaking off, revealing new, healthy pink skin beneath.

“Reverend, is she hurting, will she be…” the mother began, but he interrupted her.

“Hush, believe and she shall be saved.” If only all of my followers were so lucky. Still, they are on their way to Heaven, surely God will favour them since they died defending the true Prophet. Only fourteen had survived and fled with him to this small, isolated village. Still, the vile soldiers that would no doubt find their immortal souls burning in endless torment suffered too. As he was fleeing, his body wounded, a bullet lodged in his gut, he saw his followers fighting like berserkers, making sure to kill their enemies even as they died themselves.

“There. God’s grace bless you, child.” Joseph sighed, feeling drained, his reserves gone. In front of him was a young girl now bereft of scars, her body restored to the perfect beauty a human should have, since they were reflections of God, made in his immaculate image.

“Oh my darling!” The woman was crying, holding her daughter close, and as she protested weakly, asking her mother to put her down, Joseph let out a dry chuckle.

“Be calm. Little Lacey is confused. Now, take her away and celebrate. I trust I will see you at Mass?”

“Of course. We’ll be there, and I’ll stand in front of the whole village and tell them you truly are the hand of God!” the woman promised, and as Lacey waved at him he returned the gesture. When they were gone he slumped onto his seat, lamenting the feeling of the pure Divine energy he had been graced with diminishing.

I was forced to abandon the Stairway to Heaven, the domain I had painstakingly carved out in the foothills of that mysterious land. He could still feel it, many miles distant, but returning was too dangerous. The army was no doubt still looking for him. Fortunately, they would never expect him to be in a small village like this, with no cell phone reception or internet.

I need to rebuild my followers, and slowly work my control over the foothills in this land. Eventually I can reclaim my Stairway, and then… then… Those who would besmirch him, or God… well, Hell had ample room for more misguided souls. Only those who believed and followed his words would see the light…
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Fourth Crack – The suburbs, Adelaide, Australia

“Hey man, are you sure we should be doing this?” the young man asked, and his friend smiled, grinning at the camera rig they had set up in the expansive back yard. “I mean, what you can do is totally blowing my mind and all, but… don’t you think it’s strange?”

“You worry too much, my guy. You want to watch that, or you’ll become an old fart long before your time.” The blonde, tanned and athletic man who was smirking into the camera said in reply, dismissing his concerns. “Haven’t you always dreamed of a world of excitement and fun, where anything is possible? Do you want to waste your life working in that stupid canning plant? Well I bloody well don’t, mate!”

“Yeah, I get that, but… don’t you worry about people coming after you? Like… scientists? This isn’t natural. If I was you I wouldn’t want to end up a lab-rat in some cage somewhere.”

“Hey mate, give me some bloody credit. Of course I’m not going to end up that way! That’s why we are putting some videos on YouTube, we’ll make a ton of money and get famous that way. Think of the sheilas mate. Chicks love a good Internet sensation. I’m being bloody generous letting you in on this, so just shut up and get filming, mate!”

The man sighed and walked behind the camera, checking it was streaming properly to the laptop set up in the bright Australian sun. Once everything was in order, he tried one last time to persuade his friend to stop, but to no avail.

“Look, this plan is genius mate, nothing can go wrong!” he boasted. “Everyone will think it’s fake since it’s on YouTube, but we’ll maintain its all real, though in a way that sounds like we are lying. That way we’ll get millions of views and subscribers, and coin in the advertising dollars. Money and sheilas all around, no wakkas! And none of the danger of going public... or having to fight against strange monsters…” The last few words were barely audible, so he wasn’t sure he had heard them correctly.

“Anyway, start filming, mate!” his friend finished, upbeat again.

As the man bit down on a sigh and adjusted the cameras, his friend began to narrate. “So, G’day mates! I am the amazing, the spectacular…”

As the long spiel concluded, it was time for the miracle. “And here we go. Water Arts!” His friend gestured, and the large basin of water that was slowly evaporating under the hot sun began to churn, the water shaping itself into dolphins and birds, swimming across the surface and even leaping into the sky, droplets of shimmering water falling down, seeming to have a strange orange glow, perhaps the reflection of the sun above.

It's certainly amazing, but I can’t help but feel this is all a mistake. Did he mention monsters, nah, no way, I must be going troppo, losing the plot. But if I was showing strange abilities, I don’t think I’d be using it to score sheilas… nah, I probably would. Pushing down his misgivings, he continued to film the wonderful, artistic water shapes his friend was manipulating, making sure to catch his antics and witty banter squarely in frame…
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Fifth Crack – Unknown location, People’s Republic Of China

“Stop, this is the Department for Managing Divine Mysteries! You are in violation of the People’s order. Cease all resistance and lie down, with your hands behind your head!”

The lead man, resplendent in full military uniform with an unusual set of rank markings and insignias, barked an order at the running man, his squad behind him all aiming with their automatic rifles.

You think I’m going to stop just because you tell me to? Do you think I’m stupid, huh? The man darted down a side alley, trusting that they wouldn’t be stupid enough to open fire in public. The streets weren’t particularly crowded, but there were still innocent people everywhere.

Unfortunately he had overestimated the compassion of his pursuers, as the sound of gunfire greeted his ears. Luckily the bullets all missed, though a ricochet off a wall bounded into his calf, causing him to stagger, the flesh bruising. Fighting his way past bins overflowing with rubbish and dangled washing lines airing clothing in the late summer sun, the man continued to flee.

Just how did they find me? I’m sure I left no traces. They are swarming over me like ants gnawing on a bone. Indeed, looking back he could see the soldiers rounding the corner to the alley, and their faces were set angrily, clearly incensed he had the temerity to run. Not even bothering to demand his compliance, they opened fire again, and only the flapping of clothing and sheets obscuring their view prevented a fatal hit. Even so…

Honourless dogs! The sons of bitches have me cornered. Blood was leaking from his left hip and shoulder, where a pair of bullets had pierced him. The pain was quite intense, only his trained and blessed constitution allowing him to endure the pain and loss of blood without collapsing. I have no choice. I have to ditch my pursuers, by any means necessary…

Drawing on the blessing given by the strange faceless being that appeared in his dreams many weeks ago, the man felt energy gush forth from his lower body. “Hundun, faceless one. I call forth your Maze of Chaos!” he intoned. The words were unnecessary, but he felt that without them, the act had no gravitas.

Immediately he could sense the air almost quivering, and the gunfire stopped, his pursuers going glassy-eyed and vacant, as though they had been smoking opium. One even dropped his gun, before walking into a wall, drooling like an idiot.

You see that? I am favoured by the Heavens and the Earth! You soldiers with your guns are nothing compared to me now! His boastful thoughts were interrupted by the wet, squelching feeling in his left shoe, and he realised it was his blood pooling there after it ran down his leg. Well, perhaps guns are still an issue… he graciously allowed.

Even so, he continued to stagger away. His mental maze would not hold long against so many targets, especially when their emotions were so heightened. He would have to disappear before…

“This is why I said we shouldn’t rely on these Party men and their modern weapons.” A beautiful sing-song voice interrupted his thought processes, and despite himself he was forced to look up, seeing the speaker. She was a very pretty young girl, slender and willowy, with pale skin and a mop of dark-brown, silky hair. She was wearing an old-fashioned green robe, of the sort he imagined Cultivators in stories would wear, if one believed in such things. The man hadn’t, up until he received his own blessing, and then everything seemed possible.

He froze for a moment, captivated by her, not seeing the handsome older man beside her, wearing a deep red robe, his dark eyes piercing, like a raptor's. “Yes, I quite agree, fellow disciple Lihua. Still, that is why they make sure to always bring some of us with each squad. Anyway, we have our orders.”

Orders, what orders? They must be with the Department. I should go… He turned to run, struggling to look away from the pretty girl. It was as if her voice had somehow cast a spell on him. In fact, that was exactly correct, even now, unbeknownst to him some Qi was circulating through his meridians, slowing his thoughts and fogging his reaction speed. Moments later he was staring up at the sky, wondering why he was lying on his back. As warmth drained out of him and his vision started to go dark, he heard a beautiful voice say “Kill the chicken to scare the monkey… we should spread the news so that any other fools don’t decide to flee when…”

So… pretty…
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Sixth Crack – Church Of The Bloodied Thorn, Cluj-Napoca, Romania

“I must meditate to enter the immaterial realm, below the only true Ninth Heaven.“ Alexandru Ardelean, a Judge of Revelation, said sharply, his dark, close cropped hair and hazel eyes and olive skin giving him a Mediterranean cast, contrasting with the pure white of his surcoat which was draped pristinely over his chainmail vestments. In one hand he carried a ceremonial mace, and in the other a shield forged in the shape of the fabled Wheel of Judgement, Rota Iudicii, which was carried by the legendary and revered Judgement-Cardinal, Luca Aloisio.

“Are you sure it should be here?” One of the squires asked, looking around at the poor interior of the humble church on the outskirts of the city. “If you are planning to open a Hallowed Ground, surely the Theotokos Cathedral would be a better place to start…”

Judge Alexandru conceded the point, but quickly disabused his squires of their incorrect notions. “Peace, my acolytes. The will of the Lord is absolute, and the omens have been interpreted. To cleanse an ancient evil, we must root it out, and dark shadows lurk in Cluj-Napoca, long forgotten. I was told to seek out the ancient places and wipe away the filth.”

His intense gaze grew distant. “I was born here in this city. I was a man of scant faith, little more than a rat running through the streets, content to live in squalor and steal what I could to survive. Until the great Judgement-Cardinal came across me, and saw my potential. And now… now I have been validated, blessed by one of the Principalities of God, a Heavenly Angel.”

At those words they all made the sign of the cross, bowing their heads in piety. “Alas, the Metatron has spoken, and the Heavenly Choirs cannot yet manifest in this barren world devoid of faith, full of evils that must be cleansed. And there is such an evil hidden here.” His gaze hardened once more as he gripped his ceremonial weaponry. “I remember this church, I often hid here as a child when I was avoiding trouble, or fleeing the scene of my pilfering. It was said to be the oldest Church in the whole province. Yet there was never any priest here, or any Mass held. And now, when we have an ancient wrong to right, where better to start, I thought? It surely is the whispers of the Ninth Heaven, inspiring me.”

Everyone once more bowed in prayer, before Judge Alexandru closed his eyes and started praying, running through the Lord’s Prayer, Hail Mary, and other less common, more… esoteric… utterances. His breathing started to slow, and a few minutes later, he appeared to be asleep, an expression of joy and faith across his still features.

Turning to his fellow squire, one spoke, asking a question. “How long do you think we have to wait? Judge Alexandru was unclear.”

“As long as it takes.” The other squire answered. “We should pray, brother. This is a church, is it not?”

He nodded. “Yes, it is. Still, what an ill-omened name. Church of the Bloody Thorn. I expect it is a reference to the Longinus that pierced the side of Christ, but even so…” He shivered, a chill running down his spine.

“The older churches often had bloody and unpleasant histories and relics. You should study your theology more, brother.”

As the two priests prayed and chatted, waiting for their master to return, they failed to hear a faint whimpering coming from below the dark, mysteriously stained, oaken floor, nor the scratching of what sounded like nails on wood…
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Seventh Crack – Fyodor Technological Institute, Moscow, Russia

The small laboratory was filled wall-to-wall with monitors, each displaying either masses of complicated code, or images of various schematics for some sort of device. The flickering light-strips overhead were barely needed to light the space, as the illumination from all the monitors drowned the room in electronic colours.

In the centre of the room, sitting in a comfortable chair, was a small girl, her pale white hair and skin having barely ever seen the sun. Her moist pink eyes were focused and sharp, gazing at one of the monitors, while her fingers dashed over the wireless keyboard she was holding in her lap, typing away at a furious speed.

After several minutes of this, the young girl hammered the enter key, and the code on the screen compiled rapidly. Turning her pale gaze to another monitor, she watched as a simulated neural network ran, a series of bright, glittering stars connected by nebulous strands representing the data program visually. A dull rumbling sounded, and one wall slid to the side, revealing a series of metallic limbs, arms, legs and more, all of which were attached to various servos and monitoring equipment.

One hand began to move chess pieces on a board, while a pair of legs attempted to walk. Other limbs and devices also whirred and clunked, electric motors working them. Still, the girl clicked her tongue, unsatisfied. As everything ground to a halt, she let out a long sigh, the wall sliding back into position.

“Pizdets!” she swore, a word unbecoming for a girl of her age. “Nothing I calculate gets the results I’m seeking. It’s like I’m missing something. It should work, the human mind is merely an organic computer with advanced sensory inputs.” She started to pout, pulling her legs up to her chest, sitting like an angry child, which in a way she was.

After a while, the door to her laboratory opened, and an older woman came in, her expression soft and kind. This time, behind her the girl saw several very powerful-looking men in dark suits, carrying guns, clearly on high-alert. As the door slid shut again, the old woman spoke.

“Ah, Gospozha Kuznetsova, you shouldn’t pout so. After all, you can’t have two deaths, dear, but you can’t avoid one, now can you?” She spouted a platitude, but that just made the girl pout harder, looking away.

“Oh, come now, dear. Don’t be so sad. It must be hard for you, running your own laboratory at your age. But chin up, you can’t avoid what is meant to happen, so why not smile a little? You have such a beautiful little smile. You’ll make a beautiful bride one day.”

“Hardly.” The girl sighed bitterly. “I am cursed from birth with this frail body, this… this albinism. I’m small, frail and pale. No man shall want me as a bride, I wouldn’t survive childbirth, and who would desire to have sex with me?”

“Irena!” the woman scolded, scandalised at her crude complaints. “That is not something a young devushka should say. Besides, your beauty stands out, like a pale royal azalea. Now cheer up, my dear. Would you like me to bring you a warm milk and cinnamon? That always cheers you up!”

The young girl Irena tried to resist, looking endearingly youthful, until with a nod she caved in. “Yes, and maybe some sweets too?” she muttered. “Oh, and are mama and papa here today?”

The older woman shook her head, sadly. “I’m afraid not, dear. They had a meeting with the head of the Institute as well as… well, you know.”

Irena’s face fell again, but she nodded. “Yes, I know. It’s just…” she sighed.

“Don’t despair, Irena dear. You know they love you dearly, they just have many other commitments, and they trust you enjoy your work so aren’t lonely. Besides, you remember, right? Those brutes that tried to kidnap you?”

At that, Irena nodded again, this time with tears welling up in her eyes, as she remembered cowering in her room under the bed as the sounds of gunfire and screams of the dying rang outside.

“Well, that’s why your parents have to make sure you are safe. There are lots of brave, loyal Russian men out there, just dying to keep Russia’s greatest little genius safe. Now, don’t be sad, I’ll go get that warm milk for you. If you need anything else, just call, all right?”

As her secretary, or more appropriately, her maid, left, Irena turned her attention back to the screens, picking up her keyboard once more. “There’s something missing. My AI routines should work better than this. If I can’t create life as a woman, I can create it as a scientist…” With those words her concentration sharpened, and once more the only audible sounds in the room were the gentle humming of electrics, and the click-clack of her fingers on the keys…


Afterword


Hi, it's me again! Ship Teaser!

For those of you who read the afterword first, again, minor spoilers about the content of the book, so read at your own risk, or come back when you're done!

So anyway, this book covers Arc 5 of the web novel, and when I first started writing those years ago, I imagined if I could get to the Trial of Three, especially the scene from Eri's POV, and Akio's final battle, I'd be satisfied. I'm rather happy with how they turned out in reality, but of course now there are further goals to strive for and events to reach. This tale is far, far from over yet!

The next book is in the works, though Arc 6 is too big to function as a single book, so I've needed to find a place to split it, which I think I've done. In any case, hoping for a similar turnaround to this book, maybe in four or so weeks. Yes, there are scenes I imagined in my head too in that book, and I hope you'll stay with me and see them for yourselves!

Anyway, thanks for reading, and I hope you'll join Akio, Aiko, Eri, Shaeula and the many others they will gather on their journey from here on out!
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