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Prologue

〓〓(Kousei Ishikawa’s POV)〓〓

At the age of 6-12 months, babies are said to start remembering things. They start crying when their mothers leave because they remember “mother” exists even if she’s not in front of them, and when being brought back into a doctor’s office where they’ve been getting vaccinations they can remember enough to begin to fuss uncomfortably.

But it’s not until the age of 3 years that babies are capable of using their long term memory, experts say. The brain has finally developed enough to be able to retain information.

Maybe that’s why, at the age of 3, children are taken to the hospital to confirm their Blessings for the first time in this world.

Blessings are … how should I explain it? In this world, people have these RPG game-like skills they call Blessings.

Like they sound, Blessings are skills given to people by the gods … or so the myth goes. Because this world is also well on its way through the science age, these days the belief in gods has waned and the theory that Blessings are the result of hard work has become more accepted.

Either way, they’re still being called Blessings in the end.

Through hard work and experience, already granted Blessings can LevelUp from Level 1 to Level 10. Level 1 is “above average”, Level 5 is “professional”, and Level 10 is the rarely seen “godly.” In truth, Level 5 and above Blessings are almost never obtained in a lifetime. Blessings are just that hard to LevelUp.

Level 1 Blessings alone, that is, acquiring new Blessings, are difficult to obtain by themselves. Only after the full 12 years of formal education, all the way through high school, do people finally get [Calculation]Lv1. 12 years of mathematics only yields Level 1 [Calculation], and that’s only for the people who paid attention in class.

Some Blessings, though, are obtained at early ages. Whether you’re a science believer, claiming that some people are just born with talent, or you’re an occult believer, claiming that some people have been blessed by gods for either their fate or their parents’ faith, the fact remains that there are some children who, with no hard work whatsoever, have Blessings develop at the average age of 3.

Of course there are also children who don’t have Blessings at that age; it’s neither uncommon nor common. Though it may disappoint their parents at first, children without Blessings at the age of 3 still have plenty of opportunities to gain Blessings and live satisfactory lives in this world.

Aah… It would have been better if I didn’t have any Blessings then either.

When I turned 3, I developed an intense fever. Shipped off to the hospital, I was on the verge of life and death for 2 weeks.

When I finally came to, while staring at the ceiling I understood that I was in the hospital, so I asked the doctor next to me,

“Did they catch the driver of that truck?”

“Y-yes?”

When both of us had managed to understand the circumstance, the doctor convinced himself that he was hearing things from working too hard.

That delusion helped me out a lot; I am grateful. My 3-year-old self had enough going on with suddenly remembering how I had been hit with a truck and died.

When I turned 3, I started remembering my past life.

The first thing I realized was that the world my past life had been in wasn’t the same one I was in right now. Well of course, when you get taken to a hand scanner that looks like it belongs in St○r T○k or something like it’s an everyday occurrence, you’re going to start wondering.

Since I my fever had just about disappeared and we were in the hospital anyway, the woman I recognize as this life’s me’s grandmother decided to go ahead and have my first Blessing Confirmation.

Alright! I, a former college student in a previous life, have come to a world with a game-like skill setting. This is the reincarnated person’s chance to shine with a cheat skill da!

I’ll admit it; I had that kind of thought running through my head.

In the previous generations, Blessings were revealed by going to Shrines and consulting a priestess with the [Oracle] Blessing. It was only more recently that scientists had succeeded in recreating that phenomenon with a scanner, making Blessing Confirmation faster and more accurate. Even the gods aren’t immune to improvements with the digital age.

Stepping up to the hand scanner and placing my hand on it, with a Zuuun the scanner shone a ray of light from the bottom of my hand to the tips of my fingers.

After a few seconds’ delay, with the display monitor cheerfully floating the words “Please Wait a Moment While Your Results are Compiled,” my Blessings were shone for all the world to see.

◤

Name: Kousei Ishikawa    Sex: Male

Age: 3

Blessings:

[Social]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Cooperation]Lv1

||> [Tact]Lv1

||> [Observation]Lv1

[Calculation]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Estimation]Lv1

||> [Arithmetic]Lv1

||> [Logical Reasoning]Lv1

[Japanese Language]Lv1

[Throw]Lv1

[¥ë¶Ã¥©à?¥ª ÃÜß‘ï] Lv5

|Sub-Blessings>

||>ERROR<||

◣

Um … WTF?!

I may have been hoping for a cheat, and it might be a cheat, but what’s with this list of Blessings?!

Ah, you might not understand the problem. After all, everything is Lv1, and for the record, the Sub-Blessings shown are those that automatically come with [Social]Lv1 and [Calculation]Lv1. This game-like skill system has Sub-Blessings that are added according to their parent Blessing’s Level, so that’s nothing too unusual.

[Social]Lv1, [Calculation]Lv1, and [Japanese Language]Lv1 are Blessings often found with people who have finished going through the Japanese educational system. To be exact, a college examinee that has been active in school and made it a point to hang out with friends on a regular basis, as well as play an active role in working together with people in school festivals and group projects, will probably develop these Blessings after high school graduation.

That’s not a difficult thing to do. In fact, my past life’s self met those requirements. I was a socially active boy who was relentlessly told to study hard to live a good life. Well, then I got hit by a truck just when I was about to start living that good life. Oh? Could [Throw]Lv1 have been from my past self being on the baseball team?

Anyway, it’s like that. It’s pretty easy to obtain those Blessings, so there are a lot of people with most of this combination of Blessings; what’s the problem?

Um … might I remind you, I’m a 3-year-old boy?

This is … how should I say it … look; a 3-year-old boy with the intelligence of a graduated high student. Isn’t that at the level of wondering if your child had been switched with an alien at birth? That’s really creepy, isn’t it?!

And what’s with that super high, incomprehensible Blessing, [¥ë¶Ã¥©à?¥ª ÃÜß‘ï] Lv5? The text was corrupted or something?

Doesn’t that make me completely, 100% a cursed child?!

I was already considered a cursed child by my relatives, but like this…!

Though I was cheering in my heart, “You can do it!” while the flustered doctor tried to fix the display, no matter what character system he tried the text remained the same:

[¥ë¶Ã¥©à?¥ª ÃÜß‘ï] Lv5

 

〓〓(Narrator POV)〓〓

There was a man who died just when he started college. He was reincarnated into a world which was, despite many similarities, different to the one he had lived in.

His life back then wasn’t really anything special, but the him who looked back on it could say that it was a comfortable life.

He had grown up normally in a house with a business man father and an office lady mother, alongside an overly energetic and mischievous little brother. Though his parents were busy, it’s not like they didn’t try to make time for himself and his brother. His grades in school weren’t good or bad, but he did try at least, and he was a pitcher on the baseball team all through school.

He had a few girlfriends throughout that life, was into manga and light novels and video games only as much as a normal kid would be, and generally got along with his friends and acquaintances. He was a normal guy who went to college because he didn’t know what else he wanted to do, and just when he was getting to know people on campus he was hit by a truck and died.

To say he didn’t have any regrets – well that just wouldn’t be true. At the least, he regretted that he had died and left the life he had, and of course he felt terribly for his family. In that previous life, he had heard that the worst thing that could happen to a loving parent was burying their own child. The man regretted that he couldn’t even apologize to them for causing them that kind of horrible pain.

But whether or not he had anything that he left undone … un, nope. There wasn’t a thing he could think of.

The man was reborn as the boy, Kousei Ishikawa, in another world’s Japan.

His mother had died at birth and his father was hardly home, so he lived with his aunt and uncle, along with his grandmother. His aunt wasn’t particularly happy to be taking care of her brother’s newborn son, but she was a dutiful woman who took the responsibilities she was given.

It was at the age of 3 that Kousei regained his previous life’s memories. At the same time, he also began to understand his reputation for being cursed.

He couldn’t deny that strange things happened around him at times. Like poltergeists. It couldn’t be helped that he was considered cursed in the end.  With the creepy results of his first Blessing Confirmation, his cursed status was like it was set in stone.

And, Kousei wasn’t sure if it was because of the fever or the Blessing Confirmation, but after his grandmother took him home from the hospital, Kousei started to see … things. Like ghosts and those monsters that are probably called youkai.

Kousei couldn’t help but think,

Uh oh, I know where this type of template is taking me.

With all of his abilities and knowledge he had from his previous life, Kousei tried to live with his abnormalities as unnoticed as possible, but it was a lonely lifestyle.

After his grandmother died, his aunt became more and more neurotic with the “cursed child” living in her house. Because of the youkai Kousei attracted, unknown phenomenon was a daily occurrence. Exorcisms did nothing, since more youkai would come back after the latest batch had been driven off.

At the age of 8, Kousei, full of pity for the woman who was losing her mind, moved out into the apartment his father rented. Why his father even bothered renting an apartment, just for it to stand empty, was beyond Kousei, but it turned out to be convenient.

He lived alone, never seeing his father who chose to go on constant business trips and refused to return home. Naturally his aunt avoided coming to see him, sending her husband who would come occasionally to check up on him. Wary of scaring others off, Kousei kept himself from making close friends.

And because he had another life’s experience, it wasn’t like he had to study all that much for school. Though how that would turn out when he finally got to high school, Kousei didn’t know. It was going to be 16 years since he had seen that material.

But anyway, without friends, with minimal contact with his family, and without any need to study, for now Kousei didn’t have anything to do in his free time.

With nothing else to do, Kousei began trying to Level Up his Blessings.

Maybe it was because he had life experiences from another world, but Kousei couldn’t believe that Leveling Blessings was as random as most people said it was, and so he had decided to try leveling his Blessings as if he was in a game. But in the end, none of the Blessings he had gotten at the age of 3 Leveled Up.

That being said, because he had the Blessings from such a young age, Kousei understood the benefits Blessings had in this world. Without having to review anything, as long as it was a problem within the limits of [Calculation]Lv1 or a Kanji within the limits of [Japanese Language]Lv1, Kousei had no trouble with finding answers to any math problems or memorizing Kanji.

Uwaah, this really is a cheat to have before high school, huh? But after doing so many math drills, I wonder why the Level of [Calculation] didn’t go up? Maybe I need to do harder problems. Maybe college-level math problems? … Yuck.

Kousei didn’t want to Level [Calculation] THAT badly. As it was, his strange obsession with doing math drills would have made his past self faint in disgust. Kousei decided to stop doing math drills and switched the subject of his experiments.

He didn’t know exactly how he got it, but Kousei woke up one morning to find out he had the Blessing [Domestic Chores]Lv1. Maybe it was from watching his grandmother around the house ever since he was young, or maybe it was because he started helping out more and more as she got older and couldn’t move as much, but in [Domestic Chores]Lv1 was the Sub-Blessing that people claimed was the easiest Blessing to Level Up past Lv1. That is, Kousei got the Sub-Blessing, [Cooking]Lv1.

Since cooking wasn’t nearly as awful as math, Kousei decided to use [Cooking] as his test subject in Leveling Blessings, and that was all he ever did for fun.

Needless to say, it was a lonely life Kousei Ishikawa lived for the first 16 years of his life. It was made lonelier with the memories he had from care-freely living his youth out in another world.

But all of that changed. When he turned 16 a distant relative took him away from this isolated lifestyle to live in a smaller town outside of the Tokyo metropolis. There he was thrown into the strangest events and met the strangest people …

It all started with the voice that only he could hear.

◤

Name: Kousei Ishikawa    Sex: Male

Age: 16

Blessings:

[Social]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Cooperation]Lv1

||> [Tact]Lv1

||> [Observation]Lv1

[Calculation]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Estimation]Lv1

||> [Arithmetic]Lv1

||> [Logical Reasoning]Lv2

[Japanese Language]Lv1

[Throw]Lv1

[Domestic Chores]Lv3 *New

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Cooking]Lv6

||>[Cleaning]Lv1

||>[Organization]Lv1 *Acquired at [Domestic Chores]Lv2

[¥ë¶Ã¥©à?¥ª ÃÜß‘ï] Lv5

|Sub-Blessings>

||>ERROR<||



     



A/N: Synopsis in the 

Just another story I’ve been considering writing. I’d been fiddling with it for awhile now, and when I couldn’t sleep I decided to edit the prologue. Thought I’d post the prologue to get some feedback and gauge the interest. Well, atm I’ve got my hands kind of full with … everything else :p

        

Chapter 1: The Voice and I

“Ok, I’m heading off, Kousei-ku-, I mean, Kousei!”

“Daiki-san, you don’t need to force yourself to call me without an honorific.”

“… Kousei-ku-, Kousei, calling me Daiki-san is too cold … We’re family, you know. You can at least call me Oji-chan (Uncle).”

“… Then Ojii-san (Grandpa), please hurry up and don’t be late for your first day at work.”

“…Daiki-san is fine …”

The energetic 20-something looking Daiki-san lowered his head in defeat and struggled to pull his shoes on. After he finished, he gave a sly glance sideways at the teenager who was coming down the front hallway towards him.

“You know, Kousei, for someone who doesn’t really like socializing, you’re actually quite cheeky.”

“Does not liking to socialize really have any bearing on it? Here.”

The teenager, Kousei, held out a small bundle towards Daiki.

“This is?”

“Lunch. Is it a bother?”

“No, no, I’ll take it! Waaah, a lunch by Kousei! Lucky!”

If it sounds like talk from an overly-doting relative, for the record it’s not. At least not completely; maybe just 30%. Kousei’s cooking is just really damn tasty. And naturally, since he’s been honing his [Cooking] Blessing.

Somehow or other, Kousei’s [Cooking] had soared to Lv6.

A professional level cook at the age of 16 … Kousei couldn’t see much good coming out of adding this to his list of abnormalities. … Ah, if only he could have cooked this well in his past life, his last girlfriend wouldn’t have left him. Oh, but then he died, so maybe it was better that she left him before then.

Luckily for Kousei, Daiki didn’t see the problem with a high-schooler having [Cooking]Lv6. Daiki was a carefree guy who never thought too deeply about why things were the way they were.

All Daiki knew was that the things Kousei cooked were delicious because he had the [Cooking] skill.  He accepted that anything made by anyone who had any Level of [Cooking] would be tasty.

It would be especially tasty compared to Daiki’s non-Blessing, bachelor level of no domestic skills whatsoever.

Daiki had tried really hard to cook once, but well, even Kousei had to admit that it was hard to stomach compared to his own cooking.

Anyway, Daiki soon left in high spirits, biking towards the downtown.

With the noisy Daiki gone, it was really quiet in the house.

“Hoooi~! You still there? Lalalalala!”

Or, it should have been.

————–

I draw weird things to me.

Whether that scrambled Blessing is the result of this or not, I don’t know, but the fact remains: I, Kousei Ishikawa, seem to be cursed in drawing weird things to me.

Like this persistent, annoying voice that just won’t go away!

“Boo, are you going back on your word now? I know you’re awake! Ne ne, talk to me!”

How annoying. This voice is really annoying!

Honestly, I’d really like to NOT get any more involved with this voice coming out of nowhere that apparently only I can hear. I’m already able to see youkai, now I’m hearing a disembodied voice. Aren’t I one step closer to getting put in the psycho ward?

Or like, my past self would totally avoid this kind of creepy weirdo who claims to have supernatural powers. It’s totally along the same lines as those people who go, “There’s a gate to hell sealed in my left hand!”

… Ugh. It’s ok to cry, right? Right?

“.. If you don’t respond, I’m going to start singing that K○tam○ri Da○cy song nonstop! You’ll never be able to get it out of your head!”

Ok, that’s actually kind of a serious threat. Please spare me from it! Or like, you know the K○tam○ri Da○cy song?!

“Ah, mou, I get it, I’m listening! So don’t do that!”

“Wai~! You responded! I’m so happy! I was wondering what I’d do if you couldn’t hear me anymore.”

“…”

Did I just get tricked into answering her again?

I hold my head in both hands. It hurts.

—

I started hearing this voice when my Uncle, Daiki-san, and I moved to Tsunato. To be exact, Daiki-san is  … my Uncle-in-law? He’s my father’s sister’s husband’s little brother.

[Father] – [Aunt]+[Kenji] – [Daiki-san]

^

[Me]

Anyway, while we were unloading our boxes,

“Haa … I wonder what’s going to happen in the next episode of Jun Peace… ♪fufunfun, gathering our dreams, going to search for our desires~♪”

Um, what? That, am I just hearing things?

“Daiki-san, do you hear someone singing anime songs?”

“Hm?”

Diaki-san is one of the few people who takes the weird things I say seriously. He paused and listened hard for a few seconds.

“No, I don’t hear anything like that.”

“I see. I must have been hearing things.”

But there was definitely a woman’s voice singing the Jun Peace theme song … so I thought but now it was quiet again.

Just when I had about convinced myself that I’d been hearing things,

“No WAAAAY, I can hear someone! Hey, you, can you hear me?!”

Nope. Can’t hear anything. Absolutely not. I’ve watched enough horror films in my past life to know that you don’t answer voices you don’t know the origins of.

“… Hey, hey, you can hear me right? Right?”

NOOOOOPE.

I played dumb the entire day, but late at night she switched from anime songs to sentai ranger songs, complete with energetic yells and sfx (that she made herself).

Smothering my head in pillows did nothing.

“Please … just be quiet…”

“Ahaha, you can hear me after all! Hey, hey, c’mon, let’s talk about something.”

“Look, it’s really late, and I want to get up early tomorrow.”

“Boooo. Fine, but you have to talk to me tomorrow.”

Without waiting for my reply, the voice went quiet.

Ugh … I don’t know what I’ve gotten myself into, but finally, I can sleep …

… Is she humming anime songs under her breath?

When I woke after an awful night’s sleep, I didn’t hear the voice so I thought maybe it had gone away, but in the end …

“Fufufu, to be able to have a conversation in such a long time…!”

Kousei Ishikawa, getting involved with this voice is the greatest mistake you’ve made in your life.

—

The reminiscence and self-reflection time is over; back to the present.

“Hey hey, so what are you? Human? Youkai? Or …”

“What kind of question is that to ask first?”

“Beca~use no one has been able to hear me, and I haven’t been able to hear anyone else, for the longest time! Isn’t it natural that I want to know what kind of weirdo you are? Well you’re definitely not an ordinary human since you didn’t say, ‘youkai? What are you talking about?’ So are you a special human or a youkai?”

“Ngh.”

She got me again.

“Well, I guess it doesn’t really matter anyway. So hey, what’s your name?”

“If you think I’m going to give a disembodied voice my name, you’re mistaken.”

With a large yawn, I turn back towards the kitchen. Daiki-san and I have only just started moving in yesterday, so since I don’t officially transfer into school for two more days, I should take the chance to put everything away. Even though it’s a Saturday, Daiki-san has his first day of work so soon after his transfer … being a police officer seems tough.

Hm, I might be able to get to [Cleaning]Lv2 after everything that went into moving out of the apartment and into this house! Haha, just kidding. I’ve already figured out it’s not that easy to level Blessings up with experience alone…

“Ah, hahaha, that’s true, names are too important to just give away, aren’t they. My apologies, I got too excited.”

Oh, the voice is surprisingly reasonable.

“Hm … you sound kind of tired, don’t you?”

“And just who was it singing anime songs all night?”

Oops, I retorted in irritation.

“Fufufu, well there wasn’t anyone to talk to was there? I have to keep myself entertained somehow.”

“Ah… I get it, I get. Fine. Are you really that desperate for a conversation partner?”

“Yes!”

The voice energetically shouted her answer.

I sigh and put the pot I was unpacking on the ground. I just got really tired all of a sudden …

“So why me? Actually, how did you even know I could actually hear you?”

“Fufun, because you’re the first person whose voice I could actually hear since forever ago. Since I can hear you, then there’s a good chance that you can hear me, no?”

“There’s so much to retort on, that I don’t know where to begin… but … A shut-in?”

“…That hurts, you know. Even I can feel hurt from that. Mou~ it’s not like I WANTED to be shut-in like this for 2 thousand years!”

Ok, not a living human. I mean, it was pretty obvious from the beginning, but I wanted to hang on to some sort of hope that I was normal, you know?

“2 thousand years?!”

“Maybe. I’ve lost count. It wasn’t until humans started developing radio waves and stuff that I could keep track of the years, you know? Ah, satellite TV is great, it’s all I can hear.”

“Eh? Cho-, wait, time out. That was way too much information at once! You, are you a sealed youkai?”

“Ooh, bingo! As expected, you are quite knowledgeable about this type of thing!”

A sealed youkai. It’s … that, right? Like, an evil spirit that was sealed away so it can’t do anything else bad?

WHY can I hear her?! I mean, if I can hear an evil youkai, then this ability to see youkai is definitely a curse, right?

“Fufufu, you’ve gone quiet all of a sudden. You think I’m an evil youkai, right?”

“I don’t think it’s something to be all that surprised about.”

“Fufufu, fwahaha, MWAHAHAHA! That’s right, I’m an evil youkai! If I am unsealed, this town will be doomed.”

Ah, the tension suddenly fell. What’s with that? Evil demon-lord play?

“No, if you’re going to play that up, at least make it ‘the world is going to be doomed’ or something. That totally makes you some small-fry villain.”

“Eeeh… but something like ‘the world is doomed’ is too big scale, isn’t it? It’s not really believable.”

Oooi. You’re a youkai that did something that made people seal you away. You’re a DISEMBODIED VOICE for crying out loud. Are you really in a position to be able to say something’s not believable?

“Ah… ok, I’ll bite. Why were you sealed away?”

“Because I’m a ruthless mass-murderer! Would you believe that?”

“5:10 score. If you said a psychotic mass-murderer, I’d believe that.”

“Boo. You’re too strict. But I don’t really want to talk about it, is that ok?”

Suddenly going all meek like that with a cute girl’s voice is unfair, you know?

“Maa, well I guess as long as I don’t get cursed from it, it won’t really make a difference.”

“Hm, cursed? Well I guess that IS a worry … hm. Let’s just say I was sealed as a punishment and it wasn’t a seal to subjugate me. Will that make you feel better?”

“I don’t know. But I guess there’s no point worrying about it.”

I don’t really get the difference, but she bothered trying to make me feel better about it, so it should be fine? Or like, how desperate is she to make sure I stay her conversation partner?

Or am I getting tricked again?

Whatever. It’s not even 9 am yet, and I’m already feeling this tired.  I’ve only emptied this one box for the kitchen yet; this is going to be a long day.

“Ah. Not good.”

“? What is?”

“Oh, sorry. Just talking to myself. We’re out of dish soap.”

“Dish soap? Ah … there should be a convenience store near you.”

“Really?”

“Fufufu, sorry. I just wanted to say it. I don’t actually know how the town’s changed from when I wasn’t sealed, but I’ve never said ‘convenience store’ to anyone before.”

… I’ll just look it up online.

“Oh, there really is one close to here.”

“Oooo~! I was correct!”

Yes, yes, you were correct. Even though you haven’t been around for 2 thousand years. … Hm?

“Hang on, how do you know what a convenience store is? There’s no way one existed before you were sealed, right?”

“I heard it all on TV. Didn’t I tell you? I can hear things broadcasted through radio waves and satellite TV. You’re the first thing person I’ve heard in a long time that wasn’t pre-recorded.”

“Wow, I didn’t know those things could get through spiritual seals.”

“Yeah, I didn’t either. Well, I didn’t know these kind of things could exist when I got sealed! Iyaaa, it was super boring before humans made all those things. I’m really grateful!”

What a cheerful person in forced isolation.

Hm? Hang on. Why am I happily responding to her? Shouldn’t I be trying to minimize contact with this voice?

… Maybe it’s been a really long time since I’ve had a frank conversation with someone too.

Dammit, and it’s with a creepy disembodied voice from a sealed youkai! Well, the voice kind of sounds like a cute girl though, no, I can’t have gotten this desperate already!

Ugh, I give up. Resigning myself to my fate, I ask,

“So what do you like the best, from all the stuff you’ve seen from TV?”

“Ah, I don’t see things, I can only hear them … but anime! Definitely! The sfx and voices are really fun!”

Aaah…

“Just to be sure, you know that most of that stuff is completely fiction, right?”

“Of course, what do you take me for? There’s no way magical girls or angels or evil organizations trying to take over the world exist in reality!”

A reality check coming from a sealed youkai who’s a disembodied voice.  Oh my normal life, where have I ended up?

“Oh, but you can’t see the pictures, huh. Isn’t it hard to tell what’s going on?”

“Umu, that’s true. But you can understand the general idea of what’s going on, and there’s a few of them, like that Jun Peace, that explain everything that’s happened in the last episode in the beginning of the next episode. Those are definitely my favorite!”

“Most fans hate it when that happens though…”

“Hmm… Hey, if you need to go out and get stuff, you should do it before evening. According to the Weather Onee-san, there’s a typhoon coming in the evening.”

“Eh? Oh, the weather … is the report over already? I missed it.”

“Umu. If someone with satellite TV is watching something, I can hear it.”

“So all the sound is coming in at once from everywhere? That sounds pretty noisy… but I will gratefully accept that advice to go out soon since there are some things we need.”

“The noise IS intense, but it only comes from around the limits of the town, I think. And, well, it takes some getting used to, but it’s amazing what your brain can block out when you’re concentrating on something else. Ne ne, if you’re going out, tell what the town looks like, ne?”

“Um … I’m not going to talk to you when there are people around.”

“Eeeh… tch. You must be human then. If you’re so worried about something little like that. Ahh, and here I was thinking you were some weird youkai.”

Nngh. She keeps finding stuff out about me, but I don’t know anything but what she tells me. Am I maybe kind of dense when making conversation? Give me a break, it’s been a while!

“… Sorry for being human.”

Sulk.

“Ah, I didn’t mean it in a bad way! I think. I didn’t meet many humans before I got sealed even, so it’s kind of interesting. Y’know, it’s kind of weird for a human to be the one I can finally talk to.”

“Sorry for being a weird human.”

“You’re kind of moody, aren’t you?”

“I’m a boy at a delicate age. We’re all like this.”

And I’m kind of sensitive to being a “weird human”, because, well, I am one.

“Hm, is that so? And what kind of age are you at?”

Ah.

“None of your business. Anyway, I’m going out now, so I’m not going to be talking to you.”

I kind of have to laugh that I thought that would work.

“Ne ne, are you at the convenience store? Do they have kara’age? Or rice balls? Chocolate? Oh, there’s a magazine rack, right? Are there people standing there reading the magazines without buying it?”

When I finally got out of the convenience store, my cheeks were hurting from the stiff-smile I had on my face the entire time. A, mou, I probably looked like some super weirdo!

“Didn’t I say I wouldn’t talk to you outside?!”

“Eee… but that doesn’t mean I can’t talk to you. Anyway, you’re talking to me now, right?”

“Ugh, that …”

Well, there are a lot less people around in this town than in the city, so it’s surprisingly a lot easier to talk to yourself without looking like a complete idiot. The shops and buildings aren’t placed as close together, and there’s still a lot of older Japanese styled architecture. Even the new buildings, like the house my father bought for me and Daiki-san, had a lot of older-feeling elements in it. I really like the back porch, that doubles as a hallway, opening up into the living room with sliding doors.

Compared to the bustle of Tokyo,

“This town really has a good feeling to it.”

Though I only whispered it, the voice heard it all the same.

“Oh, so you ARE new to this area, then. Hehen, then I should show you around!”

Hah? I bowed as I passed an old lady walking her dog, going the opposite direction, and waited until she passed out of sight before responding.

“How is that even possible? You haven’t seen the town in 2 thousand years.”

“Fufufu, it wasn’t even a town 2 thousand years ago!”

… Oi. What’s with that self-satisfied tone? That means you’re even more worthless as a tour guide, right?

“It’s fine, it’s fine. There’s this famous park in town, since they talk about all the time. I think it’s closer to your house, since you’re voice sounded closer then.”

“That’s some damn fine hearing you have.”

I can’t tell if there’s a difference in hearing the voice here and hearing the voice in the house. But, maa, yeah I think there was a park that sounded kind of famous there.  I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to check it out. It’s pretty close, either to the house or the convenient store.

“Tsunato Park.  Was the park named after the town, or the town after the park?”

“Hm… more like they were named together? If it wasn’t for the park there wouldn’t be the town, that kind of feeling to it?”

“Heh…”

“There was a 30-minute documentary on the town recently.”

She’s like a walking TV directory.

“Ok, in the park, there should be a giant rock landmark underneath a wisteria. It has a sacred rope around it.”

…

“… Do you see it?”

…

“Underneath the wisteria … where?”

“Ara? Is there something wrong?”

“No, well … half the park is covered in wisteria.”

A beautiful pink wisteria, so old you could feel the weight of its years. The townspeople had put up archways and framework to keep the weight of the wisteria from dragging the flowers to the ground. It was HUGE.

“Oh… I suppose it was a small plant 2 thousand years ago, huh? Hahaha…”

The voice sounded sheepish.

“Man, it’s really quite the sight, though. This is a 2 thousand year old wisteria? It’s amazing. Ah … that rock, huh? Let’s see… if it was under the wisteria 2 thousand years ago, it should be close to the base?”

“Ooo, you’re quite clever in the end, aren’t you.”

“For some reason, I’m not hearing that as a compliment.”

“Hahaha!”

So it wasn’t a compliment after all. I head into the center of the wisteria. It’s become kind of a maze, with the archways and poles lining the walkways, wisteria flowers draping down to graze the top of your head as you pass by.

“Nngh…”

“? What’s wrong?”

“Ah … no, I got a little dizzy. The scent of the wisteria is pretty strong, I guess.”

“… I wonder if that’s the case…”

“What do you mean?”

“Hm… no, just thinking to myself.”

What the heck, that’s just going to make me more nervous. Ooo, there’s a rock over there with sacred ropes wrapped around it.  It’s about several hundred meters away from the trunk of the wisteria.

“I think I found the rock. It’s kind of sunk into the ground. It’s pretty old, huh? What kind of landmark is it?”

“Fufufu! It’s the rock I’m sealed in! You definitely found it, because you sound super close!”

“Dowaaa! What?!”

I don’t know why I didn’t suspect this. In retrospect, it was totally obvious, wasn’t it?!

My weird yell sounds throughout the park, but it’s soon muffled by the wisteria. Lowering my voice, and hoping that no passersby had heard that, I say,

“What the heck?! Why did you guide me to where you were sealed? You better not be asking me to break the seal; no matter how well we’re getting along, there’s no way I’m TOUCHING that.”

“Hmph, you’re being kind of rude. I didn’t trick you into coming, you know, you came of your own accord. But it’s the only place I REALLY know where to guide you. Hmph.”

… Um… damn. How can a disembodied voice of a sealed youkai make me feel so guilty?

“… Sorry.”

“Fufu, don’t mind it. And don’t worry, there’s no way you can break the seal a god set anyway. I really did just want to show it to you, and the wisteria. It was pretty back then, so I guess there’s no surprise that it got even prettier now.”

“…Hang on. Back up. You were punished by a god?”

“Yep.”

A silent drifts over us, broken only by the sound of birds and the wisteria swaying in the wind. And I’m not even sure the other party can hear that.

This is so awkward. What am I supposed to say now? ‘What exactly did you DO?’ or ‘So, you really were pretty evil, huh?’

Even if it’s a youkai that I haven’t seen, it’s still a girl’s voice you know? It’s not my hobby to make girls upset. What do you say in this situation?

“Ne, how does the wisteria look now? How big is it?”

In her voice, I can hear a tinge of loneliness.

Maybe I’ve become a huge softy in this life, but I can relate to that loneliness. I can’t imagine a girl (youkai, though) who really was cursed by the gods for 2 thousand years, living alone in isolation, only hearing vague things about the world changing.

Maybe I just wanted someone who didn’t care who I was or about my weird Blessings or whatever to talk to.

Maybe that’s why we ended up talking for several hours in the park, underneath the giant wisteria.



        

A/n: And this is all I have for now…

      

Chapter 2: THIS kind of place has THAT kind of effect.

Minemoto Tsurumi clutched the large, paper department store bag to her ample chest and looked up towards the stormy sky worriedly.

Although she had wrapped the bag in plastic, she wasn’t certain the dry cleaning she had just retrieved would stay safe if the rain suddenly fell.

It couldn’t be helped; Tsurumi made up her mind and decided to cut through Tsunato Park to shorten the distance.

Even though, on days like today, it would be better to avoid it.

Despite the heavy, still atmosphere that seemed to guarantee a storm, there was a contented silence amidst the perfume air underneath the wisteria.

The soft jingle of the bells on her keychain echoed mysteriously along the pathways as Tsurumi hurried on her way. The humidity in the air seemed to suppress all other sound, including her footsteps, but the bells did not seem to be effected in the slightest.

As she passed close to the base of the wisteria, Tsurumi almost shrieked.

There, a boy about her age was sleeping, nestled in the roots, near the Sealed Stone.

That scared her, she thought it was a dead body!

Ah, but this isn’t the time to be worrying about that. The rain was going to fall any moment now!

“Um… Excuse me… are you alright?”

He didn’t even stir.

“Um… The rain… it’s going to start raining soon…”

“Nn…”

Slowly, the boy opened his eyes, then gazed up at her with unfocused eyes.

Tsurumi’s breath caught in her throat.

It was like, at that moment, something inorganic took breath and became alive.

This boy… is he … human?

Tsurumi felt chills run down her spine.

And in the next moment…

“Shit! The laundry!”

And before she could blink, he had snatched up his convenience store bag and, with a “’Scuse me-!”, he had darted away before she could think.

When she finally reached her house, Tsurumi was lost in thought.

“Welcome home, Tsurumi.”

“I’m home, Obaa-sama…”

Tsurumi’s absent-minded greeting caused her grandmother’s eyes to sharpen, and she paused to watch her granddaughter struggle with her sandals.

“What are you thinking about, Tsurumi?”

Tsurumi tilted her head to one side.

“Obaa-sama, do youkai these days do laundry?”

And her grandmother could only think, What IS this girl thinking about now?

————–

Haa, haa … phew.

Alright, I got home right before the rain started and pulled all the futons and blankets back in from where I hung them to air them out after pulling the bedding out from the boxes.

Aaaaah, and they said it was going to be a typhoon, so now I have to get the storm doors up along the rear garden!

Rustle rustle rustle, thud, thump, thud!

I collapse in a heap on the back porch that’s now all fenced in with storm doors. Uwaaa, I was really panicking there~.

Daiki-san had sent me a text saying, [I’ll put up the storm doors when I get home.], but I figured that the doors had to go up now or else … or else…

I mean, the sky’s gotten really dark, and the harsh, humid wind is swaying the trees violently, and I can now hear fat raindrops beginning to splatter on the ground.

I’m so glad my past-life’s experiences have come in handy!

Even though I lived in an apartment all my life (this life), past-life me had a grandmother who lived in a traditional Japanese-styled house, so Dad and I had to drive over all the time to board up the house when a typhoon came in.

Ah, how nostalgic…

During one particularly nasty typhoon, my father and I dressed up in garbage bags, and, yelling things like, “Left, no up, no, what are you doing!?” and the like at each other, we wrestled the doors in with the rain already pelting down on us … We got so mad at each other in the end, to the degree where Grandma gave us both a big scolding and sent us to different rooms in time out.

But it’s a good memory now.

“OooOh? You done now?”

“Yeah, no thanks to you! You could have woken me up, or said something!”

“Iyaaa, sorry, sorry. I fell asleep too, see?”

“Youkai sleep?!”

“Yeah? The intelligent ones do, though the frequency is different from personage to personage.”

“…What’s with that.”

“I knew a dragonness who was said to sleep once a millennium. With some others, it might be easier to count how often they wake instead, hahaha!”

Eh. There are dragons. Heeeh… –tte, oi!

“… My head is starting to hurt.”

“Pukukuku! Such a young human you must be, to not know of something so commonly known!”

“This ain’t common knowledge!”

“Eeeeeh. How much did human intelligence regress…”

“Oooi-!”

Seriously, I’m going to go crazy from listening to this chick!

Aaaah, no, it’s more like, I might be crazy because I’m listening to this chick.

“So what are you going to do now? It’s afternoon …”

“I’m going to finish unpacking and cleaning up the kitchen.”

“Boo… Jun Peace is going to be on soon!”

“Just to let you know, we don’t have satellite TV.”

“Mou! There’s already a Jun Peace fan in this town with satellite TV! I wanted to watch it together!”

Ah. No good. I thought that was kind of cute.

I really need to go out and get a girlfriend in THIS life… wait. I’m a hardcore anti-social in this life!

… I’m going to cry. Tears are seriously going to fall if I keep thinking about this.

I pull myself together enough to say,

“… If I don’t finish unpacking, it will be a pain tomorrow.”

“Hmph!”

“Sorry, that’s how it is.”

As I start to put away the bedding I’d just tossed on the floor after pulling them off the line earlier, I can’t help but think about my current situation. And by that, I mean …

Isn’t it kind of weird how I’m just talking to this disembodied voice like there’s nothing wrong?

I mean, is it ok that I’m so used to it now?

This isn’t something you SHOULD try to get used to, right?!

Oh, but in my past life I was pretty talkative.

I mean, I wasn’t Mr. Popular or anything, but I always had a good group of friends while I was growing up. Sure, they might have changed from time to time, and people came and went, but I was pretty normal, you know?

I played games with my friends, messed around with the guys on the baseball team, dated several girls while growing up. I never didn’t have someone to hang out with … eh, well, most of the time I could find someone to hang out with, anyway.

Haaa. Is that it?

Because I didn’t want too many people to know about my creepy abilities in this life, I kept myself from hanging out with people, and so it stressed my out so much that I’m willing to chat with a disembodied voice to keep myself from going crazy.

Aha. Ahahaha.

Aaaah. Wait. I might be crazy because I’m talking with a disembodied voice.

Somehow, I’m beginning to repeat my inner tsukkomis.

“Aaah-!”

“Un? What is it?”

“Ah, no, it’s nothing major. Because I fell asleep, there were a lot of things I didn’t get done this morning that I was supposed to.”

Not good, not good.

Let’s see, it’s about 2 in the afternoon – did I really sleep four hours?! – un… I need to switch on the rice cooker at 4, and I don’t need to start prepping for dinner yet.

Lunch is… well, I bought some onigiri for snacking, in case Daiki-san gets hungry late at night since he always does, but I can sneak a few for a late lunch.

Ok, safe.

Then, the other thing I forgot.

I quickly return to my room, the furniture all moved in and a lot of things already unpacked, and retrieve what I was looking for from my bedside drawer.

The cable… cable … ah, found it!

Now, plug it into the laptop, open the program…

Jajajaan-! The portable version of the Blessings hand scanner!

It’s SUPER expensive, but mine is free!

That is, it’s a rental that a certain big-name hospital is lending me on the pretense of catching anything weird going on with my Blessings, but in reality they’re totally looking at me like a lab specimen, huh?

Haaa…

Well, I use it every day, but I’ve long since learned to disable the wifi when I use it to avoid it transmitting information to the hospital.

As long as I let it send in the information once every month or so, they don’t seem to care much. Although they made a fuss over my [Domestic Chores] Blessing the first time they saw it, eventually they just decided that I had a god-given talent for cooking … is that ok to decide to arbitrarily? I worked really hard on that, you know?

See, I have a secret.

Well, okay. I, Kousei Ishikawa, have a lot of secrets, but THIS secret is the one that’s – er … something that could destroy the world (as Blessing specialists understand it).

See, I can tell what actions will increase the ExP needed to level a Blessing to the next level.

Of course I haven’t told anyone!

I’ve been keeping this a complete secret my entire life.

No one, not even Grandma, knew about it.

I mean, if you didn’t know exactly how something worked, and if you were the only one it occurred to, it’s not strange to think that you’d be treated like a chuunibyou – or an asylum out-patient – if you said something, right?

Or, if someone believed me, then I would be treated as a lab specimen on a completely different level than I’m already being treated.

Wow, how convenient; isn’t that a cheat ability?! are the things that only ignorant people would think! It’s … actually not at OP-cheat levels at ALL.

I mean, I call it ExP, but it’s actually “experience”, see.

What do I mean?

Well, it’s not like there’s points that fill an ExP bar or something.

Instead, I get a funny feeling after accomplishing something.

Hm… how to explain it better… ah.

It’s kind of like being an achievement-based level-up, like “Taste ‘x’ number of spices” or “Run 5km without stopping”.

It’s not like a dialogue box pops up all of a sudden with an achievement that I have to accomplish, though. It’s just a feeling that happens while I’m doing something.

Like, when tasting a plain spice by itself, suddenly I think, hey, I need to keep tasting spices and combinations of spices. And, in the course of that, suddenly I feel like my Blessing level increased.

Or, for run 5km without stopping, I got this feeling like I have to build up my endurance to run 5km without stopping while running the long-distance marathon in high school. Of course, that means training myself up for it, exercising everyday and … ok, so even though I’ve felt that urge, I haven’t actually done it…

But anyway, it’s not much different from my other world. You have to do things through training to build up your abilities. If you’re not improving on a Blessing after some period of time of doing the same thing over and over again, that just means you should try something new.

Of course, having a level-up game-like system like Blessings makes it easier to persevere than blindly groping about like in my old world, so all in all I should be happy about having the possibility of being a super-good-at-everything-human, right?

It’s just, no one else gets those types of feelings. Seeing my classmates stuck on their Blessings and unable to increase them, blindly groping around to increase their levels – ah, having this level-up system is both a “blessing” and a curse, is what I thought.

So why do I get such CLEAR feelings about it, like a weird Blessing Level-up intuition?

It honestly makes me feel a little mental.

I mean, more mental.

ANYWAY, since I have my own personal (rental) scanner, I can confirm that I’m not just crazy, and have indeed leveled up when I think I have.

It’s a good feeling, looking at my documented tasks that (I think) have increased my Blessing levels, but really, there’s still too much I don’t understand about Blessings.

Like, sometimes Blessings will increase even if you don’t do anything.

Mundane Blessings, like [Calculation] and [Domestic Chores] seem to increase through effort, but I’ve heard of other Blessings increase without anything done at all.

And so, I’ve been monitoring the state of my Blessings every day. Once in the morning, and once at night.

You know, just in case something changes … what? I’m overdoing it?

It never hurts to be cautious, you know? If you check it this often, then …

Ah, whatever. What I mean is, basically I’m terrified of the gibberish Blessing increasing and plunging my life into unholy chaos without any … warning…

…

…

…

…

Ah, the air went out of my lungs for a second.

Ahahaha. I must be tired. My eyes are…

…

…

…

!?!?!

Ah… you know that famous painting with the little man, hands clasped to his face and his mouth in an “o”?

Yeah. That’s how I feel right now.

After scanning my hand, something suspicious has popped up in front of my eyes, looking like some shady foreign film download file appeared at the bottom of my Blessings.

◤

Name: Kousei Ishikawa    Sex: Male

Age: 16

Blessings:

[Social]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Cooperation]Lv1

||> [Tact]Lv1

||> [Observation]Lv1

[Calculation]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Estimation]Lv1

||> [Arithmetic]Lv1

||> [Logical Reasoning]Lv2

[Japanese Language]Lv1

[Throw]Lv1

[Domestic Chores]Lv3

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Cooking]Lv6

||>[Cleaning]Lv1

||>[Organization]Lv1

[¥ë¶Ã¥©à?¥ª ÃÜß‘ï] Lv6

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[¥¢¥¦¥È?¥ê]Lv8

||>[¥È¥Ó¥¦¥ª¤Î‰ô]Lv10

||>[¥È¥Ó¥¦¥©à]Lv4

||>[ ë¶Ã¥©à?¥]Lv3

◣

Eh? Ah. Let me point it out again for you.

[¥ë¶Ã¥©à?¥ª ÃÜß‘ï] Lv6

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[¥¢¥¦¥È?¥ê]Lv8

||>[¥È¥Ó¥¦¥ª¤Î‰ô]Lv10

||>[¥È¥Ó¥¦¥©à]Lv4

||>[ ë¶Ã¥©à?¥]Lv3

Hahaha…

Nonononono. What is thiiiiis?!

Why did I level up? What is that high leveled unknown?! Is this like catching a glitch? Will I never be able to save again!?!?

What’s with that list of corrupted files?!

GYAAAAA!

“Eh? Eh? What happened? You screamed all of a sudden, hahaha.”

You bastard disembodied voice! Delighting in my agony!

Or like, I actually screamed out loud… ah, no good. I have to sit down for a second…

“… No, it’s no…thing …”

Hm? Isn’t this … kind of an amazing opportunity? Couldn’t a youkai decipher this mysterious phenomenon?

“… So … what do you think about curses?”

“…”

“…”

“… You know I’m a youkai cursed to be sealed in a stone, yes?”

Oooh … well, I remember it now.

A kind of awkward silence follows.

“Haa… well, for now, tell Onee-san what you’re worried about. There’s a reason you asked that, right?”

‘Who’s Onee-san’ is what I want to retort, but I endure it.

“Well, see…”

Koso koso koso

“Hm. I don’t really understand what you mean by corrupted text, but, maa, you mean it’s a Blessing you can’t understand, right?”

“Yeah, basically…”

“Hm… hrm… uuun…”

“… If there’s nothing you can think of, you don’t need to keep trying.”

I’ll admit it, though. I feel completely let down. If Disembodied Voice Youkai-san can’t figure it out, who could?!

“…Aaaah! Well, this is just a guess, but maybe it’s written in the Language of the Gods. Can those computer things translate that?”

What’s scary is that she’s seriously asking. There isn’t an ounce of sarcasm at all.

“… I… I don’t think so. So, if that’s true, what would it mean?”

“Dunno~. It could be anything, just in a different language, ne? Maa, if it really was the Language of the Gods, it’s probably something to do with THAT realm, so it makes sense it would increase after coming to this town, and visiting the wisteria.”

“…Huh?”

“Iyaa, this town is THAT kind of place, after all.”

Somehow, even though I don’t really understand, at the same time, I kind of do.

I suppose this is the point in time where I should somehow learn to give up all hopes of a normal life.

The wind whipping the rain around in the storm outside isn’t too different from how I’m feeling right now…



      

         

Chapter 3: Daiki-san Returns

To think, I had proceeded one step closer to understanding my incomprehensible Blessing, and yet, I’ve learned nothing at all…

Even though I feel like I’ve had half of my brain removed, listlessly floating here and there as I tried to continue the chores after my shock, there is always someone more miserable.

“D-Daiki-san…”

I can’t help stuttering.

I mean, Daiki-san returned, looking like he had just swam across an ocean.

Or rather, our foyer has turned into a swamp.

“Hahaha… I’m home…”

Even his voice sounds so miserable.

“Welcome … home … no, wait, get in here! Bath, I forgot to draw the bath, dammit! Ah, shoot, where is the laundry hamper and towels? If it’s this horrible out, you should have stayed at the police station overnight!”

“Because – letting you spend the second night in a new house all alone seems too pitiful…”

“Am I your newly-wed wife or something!? Nevermind, you’ll catch a cold, hurry up!”

This stupidly over-doting uncle!

The trees are still dancing in the heavy winds and rain, so what are you doing?! I was even waiting with my phone in my pocket; waiting for him to text or call me to tell me he was staying at his workplace overnight.

Instead of hurrying in, Daiki-san held out his COMPLETELY drenched through, supposedly waterproof nylon jacket, and gave me a curious look.

Uh…

“… W-what is it?”

“Ah, no, I was just wondering… did something happen? You’re more talkative than usual.”

Ah crap. To think that just talking to that voice for a day could make me overlook this entire lifetime and revert back to how I used to speak… I even tsukkomi-ed outloud!

Daiki-san must be so confused.

“Y-you’re just imagining it…”

I took his sopping wet jacket and averted my eyes before I ran the jacket to the mudroom.

That dang voice! What will all my years of perfecting the best ways to be unapproachable without being detestable be for?!

————–

“Haaaa … I’m revived…”

Daiki-san leaned back in the bathtub.

“This house is too damn luxurious.”

Even though he could claim child neglect against his brother-in-law, Daiki-san had to admit that Kousei’s father didn’t skimp in providing anything for his son.

“Even though it would be better if you just came home once in a while instead of sending money…”

The bathroom had a state-of-the-art, auto-filling, temperature-adjusting, constant-heating bathtub.

A house with the best parts of both western and traditional Japanese architecture, and all new, state-of-the-art appliances.

Even though he offered to go find an apartment and pay half the rent, Daiki-san was told not to worry about it, and this house was prepared instead.

Is this really alright?

Daiki-san couldn’t help but think it was way too nice for a bachelor and a high school kid to live in, and from Kousei’s expression when he had first entered the house, he could tell Kousei felt the same way.

Maa, if it’s the father’s way of trying to make up for a decade of neglect…

“… Then just come see your son, dammit!” – was what Daiki-san had to restrain himself from yelling.

Ah, but today, the luxuriousness felt great.

It was a bit of a nasty day.

And in more ways than fighting his way through a typhoon to get home.

Normally the first day is just to get acquainted with the others at the station and get introduced to the normal duties during the day … but to be thrown into a case on the first day?

To begin with, Daiki-san was expecting to be assigned to a police box, doing the whole local officer thing, so why is he doing crime investigation? Certainly he worked as a grunt in crime investigation before, but … perhaps he misunderstood the transfer documents.

Well, he was aware of Tsunato’s unique situation. A medium-sized town with two criminal investigation units was definitely more on the strange side, but they did also cater to many of the other towns in the prefecture, so … and he did hear they were short-handed, so … maybe it shouldn’t have been as surprising to him as it ended up being.

But honestly, to be thrown into this kind of situation right away.

Even though he applied for the transfer as a kind of retirement from the stress of his former life.

“Heheh, for a guy not yet 30 to think about retiring, going into the country and living a quiet life…”

Although it wasn’t quite the country … maa, don’t worry about the details.

He had given the excuse of taking his estranged nephew out of a bad situation as the reason for the transfer, but there was no way his colleagues didn’t also think that part of the reason was the death of his fiancee.

Although he still acted cheerfully, and honestly his cheerfulness wasn’t all an act, the things that hurt in life still hurt. Although he promised her he’d continue to live a fulfilling life, it was still hard to smile all the time in a place that the memory of her persisted in.

And about a year later, Daiki-san went to visit his older brother and met Kousei, saw the state his life was in, and shortly after that the transfer came up, and here they were.

By the way, Daiki-san hasn’t told Kousei that he had been engaged before.

“Nn, if he knew that, he probably wouldn’t have made that tsukkomi, huh? Hehe… Ah, moving here was a good idea after all, if he’s going to loosen up to that degree.”

But seriously, the kid was talking like he was another person.

“Normally he would just tell me to get in the bath, and maybe say I shouldn’t have gone out. Well, it’s good if he starts behaving more like an active kid his age…”

After getting out of the bath, roughly drying his hair with a towel, Daiki-san opened the bathroom door.

“Ooooh, something smells good.”

He had been so miserable, soaking wet and cold, that he didn’t notice the scent of cooking food, but now his stomach growled assertively. Just rice would have been a full meal for him, he was so hungry.

“Pork and vegetable miso soup (tonjirou), and meat and potatoes (nikujaga). Sorry, I didn’t have time to prepare anything else.”

“No no, your usual is usually too sumptuous. This is more than fine.”

“Is that… so?”

Ah. Kousei went back to his more subdued way of speaking. Maybe he lets the mask slip when he’s surprised … was what Daiki-san was thinking.

“Hey, it’s okay to speak frankly,” was what Daiki-san wanted to say, but let’s not push it.

Kousei filled the rice bowls and brought them over, and with two Itadakimasu’s, they began eating.

“How was work?”

“Somehow, I’m doing crime investigation again. Well, I understand they’re short on experienced people, but I wonder if I was just imagining that I was supposed to do public order instead? I hope that doesn’t mean someone got demoted so I could transfer in…”

It might be bad manners, but Daiki-san chewed on his chopsticks while thinking it over.

“That … well, don’t mind it.”

“Yeah, so today I got thrown into a case already. Although, technically there’s no crime – yet.”

Kousei tilted his head, looking questioningly at Daiki-san.

“No crime?”

“Three separate instances of women, extremely late at night, being approached by a woman with long, dark hair and a sharp, knife-like object. She’ll chase them down, pin them to a wall, and swing that object at them, but at the last minute miss and hit the wall, saying, ‘You are not the one,’  before disappearing. And the thing is, each of those three women say she just melts into the air!”

“What’s with that modern horror  – ah.”

Kousei caught himself making a retort again. Can’t be helped, he was the tsukkomi-maker in his group of friends, back in the day, and somehow he seems to have lost his mental filter. No good, no good. In another day, he’ll be starting high school.

“Hahaha! Yeah, it basically sounds like horror story, huh? But we can’t ignore it. Those words, ‘You are not the one’ means she’s looking for ‘the one’ to stab, right? Well, just be careful out at night. Right now, at least according to my senpai, it’s possible that the woman is going after anyone of any age or gender, not just women. Statistically speaking.”

“Yes, I will be careful.”

“Nn. There were some colleagues who were wondering if the victims were just making it up, and that was the most annoying part of today. Just because there’s no real evidence, you shouldn’t discount someone’s statement. Those women were really shook up… ah, well, you have those types everywhere. And truthfully, it’s good to have different people with all sorts of ways of thinking in the unit, but still…”

Kousei had thought this before, but Daiki-san was an unbelievably “good guy” in all meanings of the label. And with Daiki-san’s Blessings, Kousei couldn’t think of anyone who would be more suited to be a police officer, whether he worked in public order or criminal investigation.

Daiki-san’s Blessing writeup, from his recent check up, was:

◤

Name: Daiki Manabe    Sex: Male

Age: 27

Blessings:

[Social]Lv3

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Cooperation]Lv4

||> [Tact]Lv3

||> [Observation]Lv2

[Calculation]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Estimation]Lv1

||> [Arithmetic]Lv1

||> [Logical Reasoning]Lv1

[Japanese Language]Lv1

[Kinetic Vision]Lv4

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Perception]Lv3

||>[Sharpshooting]Lv6

||>[Reflexes]Lv4

[Physical Ability] Lv2

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Stamina]Lv4

||>[Flexibility]Lv2

||>[Strength]Lv3

||>[Balance]Lv1

◣

… The [Physical Ability] Blessing always felt like a game character status to Kousei, and as always, he envied Daiki-san for obtaining it.

Obtaining that first level is always the hardest part.

While Kousei was thinking about somewhat-unrelated things, Daiki-san continued on.

“…And so, even though I asked if I could take half the day off to continue moving in tomorrow, I think I should go in after all… Is that going to be a problem?”

Daiki-san looked anxiously at Kousei.

Seriously, he’s too much of a good guy.

“No. We got most of it done yesterday.”

“No, well, I mean … is that so? I feel bad. You even had to get the storm doors up by yourself…”

“It’s fine. It wasn’t too troublesome to get the doors up. And there are only small things to get done around the house now.”

Besides, Kousei was worried about what would happen when the disembodied voice woke up and started talking to him again … with that in mind, sure! Please go to work, Daiki-san! Although it’s a pity that he just moved in, and already they’re working him hard… let’s make his lunch bigger tomorrow.

Ah, that’s right; after talking Kousei’s ear off and singing songs all through last night, now with a,

“Yaaaaawn, I was really pushing myself… the ‘air’ is just too thin within this seal… goodnight!”

The disembodied voice selfishly cut off without so much as a warning.

Even though Kousei wanted to ask more about that corrupted Blessing, about what she meant by THIS town and THAT kind of place, and more about the Language of the Gods…!

The house creaked under the violent storm outside as Daiki-san and Kousei finished their meal.

Daiki-san looked up worriedly at the ceiling.

“Really, the typhoon today is too much. It’s not even the typical season for typhoons, so I wasn’t prepared at all, or else I would have put up the storm doors before I left…”

“It really wasn’t too much trouble, Daiki-san.”

Daiki-san really was upset about leaving the doors to Kousei… even though Kousei thought he didn’t have to mind it.

That said…

“It’s true that it’s strangely early in the year…”

Kousei couldn’t help hoping that it wouldn’t storm again anytime soon.

Tomorrow he was hoping to visit the local shrine, and on Monday it would be new student orientation for school.

Kousei’s head swam a little.

He had only been in this town for two days, but already there were so many strange things happening.



         



<a/n: Well, I’ll continue updating this until I lose the current wave for writing it. Although it may appear to be regularly updating for now, this is not the case, it’s just some stuff I’ve finally finished over the months.

It gets solemn without Kousei’s inner dialogue running, huh?>

      

Chapter 4: They are Already Family

The next morning glistened in the sun.

If it weren’t for the leaves and branches everywhere, it would seem like that violent storm last night was a lie.

“I’m Kousei Ishikawa from next door. My uncle, Daiki Manabe, is working today, so please let me be the one to greet you. We will be in your care. It isn’t much, but I’ve baked some cookies…”

Kousei cringed a little inside.

Although he thought it would be better for them to buy baked goods from a moderately trendy store back in Tokyo, Daiki-san insisted that Kousei’s were better, and in the chaos of the move, Kousei hadn’t had time to protest, and now they were already here.

Then maybe he should have just gone with the customary hand towels, after all… what will these people think of being given cookies baked by a high school boy…

“Oh my, thank you very much! We wanted to introduce ourselves when you were moving in, but we were worried we’d be a bother… My, you’re a well-mannered young man! I wish my grandchildren were like you!”

“Thank you very much.”

Aaah… it would have been nice for that disembodied voice to have woken up and said stupid things while he was doing this, to loosen his tension… Kousei’s stomach was in knots.

It’s not that he was dreading talking to the new neighbors, but even after living until he was 16 in this lifetime, Kousei was still having trouble determining what kind of distance he should have between himself and others.

Daiki-san was one of the few exceptions, but even then Kousei was still on his guard around him.

Right now, Kousei was introducing himself to the neighbors. Daiki-san wanted to do it with him, but having to go in and work today… Anyway, Kousei was doing it on his own.

“I’m sorry not to have come and greet you earlier, but …”

“Oh, nonono, yesterday was a bad day with the typhoon! Come to think of it, did you get your storm doors up? Aaah, we were such bad neighbors; we should have come to help! Next time, don’t hesitate to come to us for anything!”

This neighbor was an elderly couple, and although the grandfather was away, the grandmother answered the door. She’s a sweet, grandmotherly woman, but honestly, this kind of openheartedness made things a little more difficult for Kousei.

“Are you entering high school this year? Ah, I heard your uncle is a policeman, is that true?”

“Ah, yes, I’m entering high school this week as a first year, and yes, my uncle is a policeman.”

“Aah, as I had heard. If he works long hours, DEFINITELY come to us if you need anything. Even if he doesn’t, with only two men in the house, come to us if you need anything anyway!”

Kousei could only smile and answer in short, polite responses, a smile stuck on his face.

When she finally let him go,

“Mom? Who was that?”

A young woman from the backroom came out to meet the grandmother.

The grandmother smiled and handed her the small package of cookies as she bent to pick up the vacuum she had set down when she went to answer the door.

“The new neighbors’ boy came to give his greetings, and he brought some cookies. Aren’t they cute?”

The young woman, the grandmother’s daughter, accepted the cookies offhandedly.

“Heeeh… what are the new neighbors like?”

“The boy is a polite kid, very conscientious. Your kids could learn a thing or two, fufufu! Ah, but you can’t really tell what he’s thinking. Anyway, it sure is reassuring that a policeman will be next door!”

“It’s the ones who seem too perfect that snap and kill a bunch of people, you know.”

“Mou! I didn’t raise you to be so judgmental! Without knowing a thing about them, making such a thing up!”

The daughter laughed goodnaturedly.

“Sorry, sorry. That’s not what I meant. I meant you should be aware of your surroundings, since YOU don’t know that much about them, either. You’re not getting younger, and I worry with you and Dad being all alone…”

“Haa, we’re fine, Maiko, it would be too much for both of us to move into your household. We’re still able to get around, and this is the house we’ve lived in for so long…”

The daughter absentmindedly opened the small package of cookies as she said,

“Even so, Jiro and I worry about the two of you. When Dad hurt his back, and you couldn’t lift him at all…”

“It’s fine, it’s fine. Next time, I promise I’ll call you immediately.”

The daughter sighed at her mother’s response and diverted her attention to the cookies kind of grumpily.

There was no helping it; her parents are so stubborn.

Crunch.

“Oh! These are really good!”

————–

“Bwahahaha!”

“Could you please stop laughing already?!”

“B-because, even though you’re like this, when you talk to other people …. hahaha, it’s soooo out of character!”

“You’ve had over half a day to laugh about it! Please, just give it a rest already!!!”

Uwoooh, to think that the voice actually WAS awake when I was going to greet the neighbors…

Shit! It’s not like I LIKE playing like I’m some perfect model of a kid, you know?!

It’s just easier to get by like this!

Even though I told that voice all of that already… This is why hikki-neets need to go get a life-!

Stop fixating on thaaat!

“Like I said, I was just making sure the thing they remember about me is ‘polite’, okay?! It makes it easier because there’s no good or bad impression, okay?!”

“B-b-but, bwahaha!”

“Daaaammit! Talking to you makes me feel like I’m going crazy!”

“Ah, but you’re way more amusing if you just act like your normal self, you know?”

“And by amusing, I assume you actually mean ‘funny-to-you’.”

“Well, I can’t deny that since I haven’t laughed like this in centuries!”

“Dammit!”

I finished breaking down the cardboard boxes and stacked them together.

Shit! I’ll take out my embarrassment on the next set!

Uwoooh-!

Rustle shuffle rustle

“…Hm?”

As I was clearing the empty boxes, I uncover a moderately small cardboard box, still sealed.

“What? What?”

“No… I wonder what was in this box?”

It’s labeled ‘for memorial altar(butsudan)’, but I had already set up the altar and my mother’s photograph… Grandma is memorialized back in my aunt and Kenji-san’s house.

It’s not like our altar is a particularly well-stocked one, and our altar is on the cheap side (or like, it’s basically just a cupboard on top of a cupboard), so there shouldn’t have been another box.

I cut the tape and open it up.

“So? So? What’s in it? Hm?”

“Annoying, I’m still trying to get it open!”

“Geeez, hurry up.”

We both grumble a little as I give up my wrestling and pick up the box cutter again to cut the tape on the ends.

“It says it’s for the altar, but I already set that up … nn?”

On top of what looks like a yukata and a sequined clutch, there was a picture of a young woman I’ve never seen before. Next to it was a hair ornament and a jewelry box, the kind you’d put a ring in.

“…I think this is Daiki-san’s. I’d better put it away…”

Even so, my hand moves towards the jewelry box. Curse my curiosity.

“What? What? What is it?”

It was as I thought. Inside that box, although it wasn’t extravagant, was a woman’s ring with a cluster of three tiny diamonds in the shape of a flower embedded in the band.

“Mementos of a young woman I’ve never seen before, and an engagement ring.”

“Eh?! So your uncle was engaged… heh…”

“…It’s probably better if I pretend I didn’t see it… where’s the packing tape again?”

I said as I moved to rewrap the box up.

If he wants to put it in the altar next to Mom I’m okay with that, but since Daiki-san hasn’t told me anything about this woman, I feel I’m intruding just by taking a look.

After securing the tape, before I close up the box, I hesitate a moment, and I can’t resist the urge to say,

“I’m Daiki-san’s nephew, Kousei, and I’m in his care.”

Kaaa-! I feel kind of dumb for doing that!

I quickly close the box and tape it shut.

Strangely, the disembodied voice doesn’t make fun of me for addressing the photo.

I’m not sure what to do with the box, but it’s small enough to fit into the bottom of the altar, among the incense burners and stuff, so I tuck it away in there.

I mean, it’s too awkward to say I didn’t see it if it’s the only cardboard box left in the house!

… I agree, it’s not my best idea…

Daiki-san doesn’t mention a thing about the box when he gets home, and he seems too exhausted so I don’t really want to ask.

Let’s light another stick of incense and double the food offerings tomorrow.

And the next day…

“Please, I’m begging you, don’t talk to me during my school orientation…”

“Eh…”

“The first day is REALLY important for a high schooler…!”

“Tsk, fi-ne, but don’t expect me not to laugh when you’re trying to sound all prim and proper!”

Dammit, I don’t know how I’m going to keep a straight face knowing THIS is listening to me!

Haa…

I try to reason with the voice while I get dressed for my first day in high school.

Two times through high school, and I have yet to wear a gakuran, but I guess that makes sense. Both times around, I went/am going to schools with similar rankings in their prefecture, na.

My first high school, in my previous life, was actually a low-ranking prep school (I assure you I got in on sheer luck), and this one is a high-ranking prefectural school, so somehow they ended up being very similar in terms of academics.

I guess this level of school all prefer blazers.

Though Tsunato High’s uniform is a bit more trendy, oi.

Slim-fit, dark blue blazer with khaki-colored pants that were recommended to be hemmed so they brush the tops of your shoes with only a few centimeters overlap … how precise are they trying to be, oi?

And the three gold buttons up the blazer’s sleeve cuffs are way overkill!

I can totally expect good things from the girls’ uniforms… uh… I mean, this is ridiculous.

Seriously, whoever designed this was totally going for a fashion award, huh?

Since today is the first day, I should go for a more proper look and wear everything in a straight-laced manner … ah, well, in this life I was going to go with the proper look for my everyday, huh…

Carefully combed hair, fake glasses (technically, they’re reading glasses so they’re not 100% fake), tuck in the shirt, properly tighten the tie, button the blazer …

Ugh! I look so much like a model elite prep school kid, I’m giving myself hives!

No good, no goooood!

Ah, but I already decided…. guh…

Endure it. Endure it! Your goal is to be as proper and boring as possible-! Your goal is to have the teachers assume you won’t need any ‘special’ attention, and the students to assume you’re not interesting enough to ask to do things while being nice enough to not bully.

That’s right! Your goal is to be a wall! No, air-!

Even though I’m totally screaming, “Why, my high school life-!?” inside.

Kuuu-! My (second) youth!

But even while dancing in agony on the inside, I can see the reason for it outside my bedroom window.

As expected, it would be better to keep everyone at an arm’s length, in case anything happened.

Still glancing at that thing from the corner of my eye, I say,

“… I’ve thought this before, but why are there so many youkai in this town?”

“Maa, it’s THAT kind of place, after all.”

“But you won’t tell me what THAT kind of place means.”

“Tehe pero!”

“Just saying that won’t make it cute!”

“Aaanyway, I’m so excited! I’ll be getting to see what a school’s like for the first time!”

Tch. It changed the subject again.

“Surely there are school dramas on TV.”

I say sullenly.

“Sure, but they’re not the REAL thing-! This is going to be great!”

“…But even if I’M going to school, it’s not like YOU’RE going to be able to hear what’s going on, you know? Aside from me, and I won’t be talking all that much.”

“Haah…!”

“Did you seriously realize it just now?”

Bickering with the voice, I leave my bedroom.

Breakfast, breakfast…

“…! Daiki-san, you didn’t go into work already?”

I inadvertently said.

Daiki-san grinned as he saw me come out of my room.

Crap. He didn’t hear me yelling at that voice, did he?

I’m seriously breaking into a cold sweat, here-!

“Because I worked all day yesterday, they said I could take off for the morning today. I mean, it’s your first day of high school!”

He didn’t mention anything about me talking to myself, whew… wait, he took off work because it’s my first day of high school?

“Ah… you didn’t have to…”

Daiki-san leaned forward and grabbed me by the shoulders.

Owowow! Daiki-san, your strength! Your Strength is level 3!!!!!

“It’s your first day of HIGH SCHOOL! It’s a BIG DEAL!”

Eeeeeeh…

Daiki-san ended up walking me to school and taking a picture of me next to the school’s signboard.

Maa, sometimes it’s not a bad thing to have an overly doting uncle.



      



<a/n: It’s kind of backwards, where you’re introduced to how the main character’s family situation has already gotten better before you’re told how it was worse than it is now… well, whatever.

The youkai bit should start making an appearance soon.>

     

Chapter 5: New Students on the First Day

“And? Why exactly are you in my office?”

“Fufufun… is there a rea~son I shouldn’t be here, Miryoku-chan?”

“Reason? No, no reason. I’m just annoyed that you’re here. HOW are you in my office? What is our security doing?”

“You’re expecting thaaat old man to be of use against ME?”

In the office there was a seductive, strict-looking glasses beauty in a suit with mid-length, layered black hair, a busty woman with long, colorless hair that reached to her waist, and an extremely handsome, black-haired man in a suit standing in a posture as if he were an attendant.

Frankly, with a cast like this, in an upscale office setting like this, one wouldn’t be entirely surprised if there was something being filmed. As to what rating the shot would be … well.

To be honest, other than the busty, colorless woman, the other two are standing almost perfectly motionless. So … drama with a lot of exposition?

This is the Tsunato High School Principal’s office, and the principal of Tsunato High is Miryoku Saitou. Her sharp eyes glared over the frames of her glasses at the woman who was lounging on her desk without a care in the world.

The man bowed his head.

“Forgive me. I was unable to keep Aruji-sama (host/master/lord) in check.”

Principal Saitou finally moved, looking to the side and sighing.

“I understand, Kei-san. It’s impossible for you to keep this vulgar, shameless, and completely selfish person in line. I pity you for being her subordinate.”

At each unflattering adjective, Principal Saitou stressed her words with a sharp tone, but the busty woman only laughed louder with each one.

“Wha~at, I can’t come welcome the new, fresh-faced youngsters who will be commuting to our town everyda~y from now o~n?”

“I don’t believe I permitted you to be allowed on the premises. Leave, vulgar woman.”

“Mou~, Mi-chan is so cold!”

Principal Saitou sighed again and finally softened her icy tone, saying,

“I do understand your reasons for being here, but you have to understand my position as well. I don’t have any desire to cover for you, so I’ll throw you to the dogs if it comes to it.”

Despite such a heartless statement, the busty woman just laughed and said,

“Go~t it! I’ll leave before the New Student Welcoming Ceremony~.”

Was it really going to be enough with that – just when Principal Saitou sighed again, something like a small electric shock ran through the air, freezing all three adults in their path.

“O~h my~, that was a bi~g one! Ne, ne, Mi-chan, that’s not a youkai or mamono, ri~ght?”

The busty woman wrapped her arms around herself. Although it wasn’t like she was attempting to touch anyplace objectionable for the education of minors, the way she twisted and the look on her face could only be described as “vulgar”.

Although a bit startled at the shock herself, after seeing the woman’s reaction, Principal Saitou put on a sour face and pushed up her glasses, saying

“Who do you think I am, that I cannot make the distinction between humans and youkai? Of course that reaction is a human.”

“O~h my~, let’s see who that i~s-!”

“Impossible. Although I can detect that which enters my Territory with supernatural Blessings, it’s impossible to pinpoint exactly who gave that reaction. Of course, if you’d like to wait for each and every student to leave after class, you’re welcome to take a long drive off a short pier, but just so you know, it will take a month for me to be able to re-load my Territory with this sensor.”

“Thaa~ts my Mi-chan, casually including such awful comments~ No! That’s not it! WH~Y didn’t you make it so you could tell WHO made that reaction?! Aaah-! Such great potential, I must -”

“Not scout out my students. You will keep a strict distance away from the school. Now, the New Student Welcoming Ceremony is about to begin. If you don’t escort yourself off school premises, the Saitou Clan will declare war on you, you vulgar woman.”

“Cheh-!”

“Then, please excuse us.”

The busty woman whirled out of the office without even a goodbye, followed by her attendant, who politely bowed and said the necessary pleasantries.

As the door closed behind them,

“Tsk. This Territory is for the students’ protection, not for you to use, vulgar woman.”

The principal muttered quietly to the now empty room.

————–

Koso koso, koso koso

Glance.

Uwaaah, they’re crowding around, they’re crowding around-!

This is why I want to just go into the school. The best defense is a quick walking pace!

What’s crowding around?

The youkai, of course-!

Maa, these ones are small, and they’re generally harmless.

The type that you can treat like a stray cat or small woodland creature that runs away if you try to approach them. If only all of them were like that …

But man, even if there aren’t any ones that I have to worry about, there sure are a lot of them. Before, in Tokyo, I’d usually see 1-3 small youkai on the way to school. On the rare occasion there would be more, but that’s on the very rare occasion.

Here I’ve already seen around 10 of them. Although they scurry over, and then scurry away, so it’s not like I’m leading a pied piper line of small, strangely cute-scary creatures all over town.

It’s just really unnerving that they’re crowding around like this…

But at least there’s not any bigger youkai around. Those are the ones that cause trouble.

“Looks like the charm is working properly.”

I muttered it under my breath, but Daiki-san, who had just finished taking the “first day at high school” picture outside the gates by the school sign, heard it.

“Haha, yeah, you got in, so it seems like the academics charm worked.”

“Hahaha…”

All I can do is laugh. It’s not like I can tell him that I was talking about the charm to ward off evil influence and malice that I always carry…

If this town is this thick with youkai, maybe I should also go purchase a personal safety charm…

… Are these the proper thoughts of an average high school boy?

I don’t really want to know the answer behind that.

We move quickly out of the way, since there are quite a few families that also want to take their new high schoolers’ pictures.

“Alright, I’ll have to send that to your dad.”

Daiki-san said as he saved the picture.

Ah. So that’s what he was thinking when he insisted on taking my picture… though I have my doubts as to whether that father would really care either way.

Maybe because he thought the same thing, Daiki-san quickly changed the subject.

“Ah, ahem. I’ll be a little later tonight, but I don’t think it should be later than 8:30.”

“Understood. I’ll arrange for dinner to be around then-“

“No no, you should eat at a normal time, since there’s a lot more homework in high school.”

Eh… then I could do the homework while waiting for you – or like, it’s just the New Student Welcoming Ceremony today, so I doubt there would be that much homework.

Well, whatever.

Daiki-san hurries off to the police station. Well, yeah. It’s after lunchtime now, so he’s probably actually running late. Thank you for your hard work, Daiki-san.

As for me, now begins my (second) three years of high school.

…Huh?

As I stepped through the school gates, something happened. It was a feeling like suddenly all the sound melted away, like entering a sound-proof room. Only, sound was still being transmitted.

What … happened?

I look around, a bit disoriented, but nothing seems to have happened … no. Wait.

The little youkai that were still following me around have stopped at the gate.

I watched as they hopped about in confusion before they finally scurried off.

…?

There are many things I could think about in this situation, but ignorance seems like the best way to go. Un. Let’s pretend I didn’t see anything.

I didn’t!

Uh… crap. I’m getting weird looks around me… let’s just go in.

Class confirmed, locker confirmed.

Class 1-A, Class 1-A …

Well, I mean, it’s 1-A, so I find the classroom pretty quick.

I wonder if I came to early… but the worries of getting caught up with other people… ah. No problem there looks like.

Several of my new classmates look up, but then look away in disinterest.

Yosh! My boring 4-eyes, studious look is working.

… Is this something to feel good about…

Hm? They’re stealing glances at me. Are? Is my bookworm disguise not working?

But before anything could happen, a crowd of people filed in, the homeroom teacher introduced himself, and then it was the Entrance Ceremony.

Since we were 1-A, we filed in first and then had to wait for classes B-D to be seated as well.

Just as all the students were seated, all of a sudden a side door was flung open, attracting everyone’s attention.

A woman with … uh… rather large, bouncy assets stood in the doorway.

How should I describe her … in a word, “colorless”.

Even her hair, it wasn’t a pale blonde or a silver. It gave you the feeling of no color at all.

She looked around the new student seating, seemed to give a hmph in irritation, then left as soon as she came.

… What the. Everyone, parents, students, and teachers all stared as the side door closed with confused looks.

All except for one, an extremely beautiful, kuudere woman in glasses who was standing to the side of the podium.

Is it my imagination that she looks irritated enough to blow a blood vessel?

The kuudere woman ignores the commotion, steps up to the podium, and began to speak.

“At this time, I’d like to welcome you to Tsunato High Schools New Student Welcoming Ceremony. I am the principal, Miryoku Saitou –“

Ehhh, she was the principal?!

Could she be the reason the uniforms are so fashionable… I seriously considered that.

—

“Science or supernatural?”

“Eh, um… what?”

Eeeeeeh. What’s with this?

After the ceremony, we went back to the classroom, did our introductions, got our books, and now school’s over, you know, so let’s all quietly go back to our respective homes.

But somehow, as soon as the chime rang, these two guys surrounded my desk before I could even move.

How were they so fast?!

Like seriously, I blinked, and they teleported to this location or something. They must not have bones, to have slithered out of their chairs and ended up in front of my desk before I could even move.

And this is the topic I hate talking about the MOOOOST!!!

“You, who have come to this wondrous town full of wondrous things, what do you believe in? Are the strange things that happen in this town the cause of science? Or are they supernatural? Of course you’re going to say it’s science, right?!”

“Sto-p! How could you, Fujitani? Padding the question like that … when obviously it’s supernatural!”

What. A. Pain.

I’m so shocked I can’t even speak – not that I could get a word in edgewise as the two start bickering in front of me.

I had thought this before, but quite a few students know each other from previous schools, huh?

“”So? Which is it?!””

Whoops. I totally wasn’t paying attention.

“B-both?”

“”Both?! Don’t patronize us like that!””

In unison again.

… Do they get along or do they not get along?

“N-no, well, I think that some things could be one while other things are the other. If you approach the situation thinking it’s one way it may not be possible to determine the truth…”

Right. I don’t know where I’m going with this. I am BABBLING.

Anyway, who the heck thinks that this is a normal thing to talk to someone you don’t know about? If you’re Japanese, introduce yourself first!

And why come all the way over and bother me? Just because we’re all wearing glasses here doesn’t mean we’ll get along!

“Haaa-i! Right, another one for the ‘who cares’ club! Fujitani-san, Tanaka-san, thanks for aaall your hard work!”

! Oi, who are you?! A kid with lightened hair pulled back in a headband has thrown his arm over my shoulder. I was unaware that we were this close. I’m being sarcastic, of course.

Um… I think he was … Higuchi? The quiet, bored-looking guy behind him is …

While I’m trying to remember my classmates’ names, Higuchi-san and the Fuji-Tana combo have begun arguing.

“You can’t group him with your air-headedness, Guchi!”

“Yes, yes, your ‘it doesn’t impress girls so who cares’ is an absolute travesty to the question-!”

“Whaaaaaa-! It’s a legitimate non-answer! Right, Shige?”

“Endo’s answer of ‘who the hell cares’ is even less useful-!”

At that, all three turned their heads to look at the quiet, bored-looking guy.

“… You’re all freaking noisy. Stop being a bother to our classmates.”

Without even batting an eye, the bored-looking guy said that.

… Righteous words, but the way he said it was almost like a delinquent.

A bother to our classmates… ha-!

I take a quick look around.

Nooo! They’re all focused over here! Although I do understand why!

… Hm? Although there are a lot of stares of people wondering what the hell is going on, there are also a lot of people who appear to be enjoying it, like they’re waiting to see what happens. Could it be that the Fuji-Tana combo is famous for this?

“Tch! Just you wait, those who seek the truth will assemble!”

“That’s right, come join the Logical Reasoning Detective Club!”

“No, join the Occult Club!”

It was a stunt for club recruitment?! Or like, they’re just first years, but they’re already doing club recruitment!?

The Fuji-Tana combo shot out of the class, and we hear them run into the next classroom, where I hear “Science or supernatural?” being asked again.

How energetic.

“Jeez, those two never change. They’re a bother, na, Ishikawa Kousei-kun? Ah, if you don’t remember, I’m Mitsuo Higuchi, and this is Shigeru Endo.”

“Aah… nice to meet you.”

“I’m Mayako Suzuki! It’s nice to meet you, Ishikawa-san.”

“Nice to meet you…”

“And I’m Sakurako Hisao! Nice to meet you; can I call you Kousei?”

“N-nice to meet you … um, sure…”

Two girls take the opportunity to latch onto the conversation.

A-are? I’m pretty sure I’m acting as I used to in middle school, but why are they all introducing themselves to me? Don’t they usually stay away?

I’m completely confused.

… AAAAAAH! Don’t tell me. Could it be, that everything I thought would keep me distanced from other people doesn’t actually work?! Don’t tell me that it was actually my reputation that kept them away from me!

Now that I think about it, although I chose a school where the majority of my elementary school classmates WEREN’T going to, when I entered middle school, there were still a few students from my elementary school too. They must have spread rumors … but now that I’ve moved this far away from the city, the rumors haven’t reached here, so…

I’ve been building my fake personality on faulty data-!

… No, I don’t think you realize the despair I’m feeling.

Five years. I was carefully observing how people interacted me for five years, but overlooked one thing, and all the observations I’ve made have to be thrown out.

…Because of my Blessings, I’m only playing the part of a super smart nerd who studies all the time. I’m sorry to say that my ability for reasoning is still the same as my past life – not that great. Apparently.

Aaah! Come on me! My one good trait in my previous life was optimism! That’s right! It’s not a complete waste! From my peerless observation skills, I learned how to reduce … the …hatred towards me.

Uwoo… farewell my optimism.

“Aw… c’mon girls, you’re crowding him out, if you want someone to accompany you, I’ll –“

“Jeez, Mitsu, you never stop trying.”

“Mou. Ah, we need to go, Sakurako-!”

“Ah… okay. Hey, we’ll talk later some other time, Kousei-kun!”

The two girls dart off, but Mitsuo Higuchi and Shigeru Endo are still there.

I nervously say,

“Um…”

“Ahaha, we all went to the same middle school, Saitou Jr High Academy … Maa, it’s basically “Tsunato Middle”, despite its fancy name. About half of the students here came from there. Well, this IS the best high school in the area, after all. As you can imagine, Fujitani and Tanaka are pretty memorable. Haha, sorry about all that fuss. I guess they figured that since you’re from Tokyo and the girls look like they would be into you, they thought that targeting you would make the biggest scene, hahaha!”

…He talks so fast, my inner tsukkomis can’t even keep up.

And what do you mean girls would be into me? I’m average-looking … well, maybe a little on the good side, but it’s nothing too eyecatching. And like, I’m completely in straight-laced mode right now…

Well, I get it, though. I didn’t go through high school once for nothing. I’m not BAD looking, so I have charm as a boy from the big city, huh?

… Shoot. I was totally not prepared for how much I’d stand out at this school at all. Because it’s still a decently ranked school, I thought there might be SOME people from Tokyo…

“By the way … Mitsu. How long are you going to stick to him?”

That! I was wondering that too! His arm’s been around my shoulder this entire time!

“Aaah… hahaha! My bad, my bad. So hey, Kousei, you don’t commute from the city, right? Where do you live now?”

Immediately going to ‘Kousei’… and how would you know if I don’t commute from Tokyo – no, the distance really is too far to even try, huh?

“I’m living in town, near Tsunato Park.”

“Uwooo-! That’s a rich area! I see, I see, you’re not just like a rich city kid, you’re a genuine bon-bon, huh? Woow-!”

“That’s not … ahaha…”

I try to laugh it off, but Higuchi Mitsuo keeps going. I think he doesn’t mean anything by it, but … it’s hard to feel like I’m the son of a rich man when that rich man forgets to put money in the account sometimes.

“No, seriously! Those houses there are super nice-! Moving here and buying a nice house because you’re going to school here, what parents! Maaaan, I’m so jealous-“

THWACK!

I’m slightly shocked as Endo mercilessly punches Higuchi in the stomach.

That… was a really loud noise. Is he okay? Although there are other students shocked about it too, there are also others who don’t even bat an eye … so is this normal?

“You don’t know other peoples’ circumstances, so don’t go running your mouth, idiot-Mitsu.”

Endo’s eyes glint dangerously.

“Eh… even so, it’s not like you do either, so there was no need to hit me so hard, Shige…”

The blow was enough to bring tears to his eyes, but Mitsu – er, Higuchi just complains.

“It’s because I do, that – ah.”

Endo glances at me as he said that.

… Exactly … what … does he know about me…?

“Sorry, my old man is the head of the investigation unit your uncle is in. Apparently, your uncle talks about you a lot…”

DAIKI-SAAAAN-!

“Eh? So? What’s the gossip?”

THWACK!

“Not going to tell you. It’s an invasion of privacy.”

Endo punched Higuchi again.

“Ooow-! Jeez, your tsun is too harsh! Being like that is too much, right Kousei?!”

Sorry, but I think that’s Endo’s dere, so that’s as good as you’re going to get it. But, well…

“Un. I don’t think you can afford to lose too many more brain cells.”

… eh.

Wh-wh-whaaaat did I just saaaay-!? Shoot! My inner thoughts leaked ooout-! THIS is why I try to avoid people! I can’t help it, this is the first time someone other than Daiki-san has talked to me so much in a long time, and it’s this kind of jokester-!

Without batting an eye, Higuchi says,

“Seee?! Kousei thinks so too!”

“What are you going to do if the person himself admits to that-!?”

Ah crap. I covered my mouth, but it’s already too late.

“… Shige… can we keep him?! He makes proper tsukkomis!”

Ugh, choking-! You’re choking me-!

“Sigh. Are you saying my tsukkomis aren’t enough for you?”

“What tsukkomis, you just punch me!”

And so, the start of my high school life has already taken a huge, unexpected turn.
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Muu. It’s going kind of slow… I wonder how many chapters this part will end up being.>

         

Chapter 6: School Goddess and School Idol

“Eh, so Manabe-san studied psychology.”

“Although I wasn’t particularly good at it, that is to say I barely passed.”

Daiki Manabe-san laughed a bit.

Currently, he was supporting his team member as she, Eriko Nabeshima, was writing up a report.

“Eeeeh? But you were praised as a brilliant investigator even when you were in training, from what I heard!”

“Most of my success is because of my abilities in a physical … altercation, not my investigative skills. Unfortunately, I’m not that smart of a person as you may have been led to believe, haha.”

“Jeez, that’s probably not true at all. Although I can tell that you definitely aren’t suited for desk work.”

Well, if he hadn’t taken most of the day off, he would have tagged along with the other detectives on the scene, but he did, and that’s why he’s here.

To tell the truth, Daiki-san always wondered why he decided to become a criminal investigator. It was a fact that he did better on the field as a police officer… but …

Daiki-san gently pushed the thought of his fiance being enamored with the crime investigation shows being the starting point out of his mind.

Tappatappatappa

Even as she gossiped, Nabeshima’s fingers never stopped moving.

Daiki-san stood up and stretched.

Information organization also isn’t his strong point.

“Nabeshima-san, can I get you a cup of coffee?”

“Un, please do –“

Kacha

The door to their small, communal office opened.

“Excuse me, is Supervisor Endo in?”

A tall man with sleepy-looking eyes and rough, messy hair looked in.

It was a man Daiki-san had seen around, but he wasn’t exactly known to him. But now that he’s seen him up close, and not just across the building … hm. This man exudes an aura of strength.

Although, it’s because it’s Daiki-san that he noticed. People who don’t have the [Strength] Sub-Blessing probably wouldn’t have noticed.

To be fair, people who don’t have the [Strength] Sub-Blessing probably wouldn’t have cared enough to have noticed.

“Supervisor Ooishi. My apologies, but Supervisor Endo is out currently, concerning the robbery yesterday.”

Nabeshima disengages from her computer to look up at the man.

“Is that so.”

With that, and a bow, the man closed the door and left.

“Supervisor Ooishi … then is he the Supervisor of Unit 2? He seems … sturdy.”

Daiki-san asked, taking advantage of the fact that Nabeshima had looked up from her work. Not that it seems it would have mattered.

“Ahhh… yes. He was well-known in his early days… but now he’s the Supervisor of Unit 2…”

“…Excuse me, Nabeshima-san, but I’ve been noticing… is there something between Unit 1 and Unit 2?”

Daiki-san had noticed subtle digs from his coworkers in Unit 1 before, but he had been hesitant to bring it up in a room full of people. Now, with only Nabeshima in the office, it was a little bit easier to ask.

Slowly, with a look of twisted frustration, Nabeshima turned her head creakily to look at Daiki-san.

“Because they take our cases, and always close them as unsolved. Every single case they take! Even though they have a good team of competent people that we would kill to have on our unit, they still leave things inconclusive!”

Daiki-san was shocked, both at Nabeshima’s fervent outburst, and that a unit like Unit 2 could still be operating.

“I-is that so… Perhaps the Chief should be informed about this. But to think they leave all their cases unsolved…”

“Of course that would just be a cover-! I mean, who would actually think that a unit full of capable people would continuously fail to come through with results every. Single. Time!”

Daiki-san pulled back a little at Nabeshima’s yell.

“I-is that so?”

“There’s no doubt, they’re hiding the results that they’re coming up with! I bet they’re doing it to cover up crimes! They must be working for the Saitou family, or someone equally powerful here! One day I’ll prove it, even if there’s nothing that will link all their cases together, I’ll find it one day!”

With that, Nabeshima went back to furiously typing, muttering darkly to herself under her breath.

So it’s about a conspiracy theory, huh?

Daiki-san quietly decided that he was going to try to stay out of this…

————–

“Yeah, so like, 75% of the people from our middle school come here and make half the student population. The other half is, like, from various other schools in the area, so yeah, this high school is pretty big? Well, I guess you can also look at it like our middle school was small, haha!”

Where is he getting these statistics?

I’m already feeling tired from all of this…

Mitsuo Higuchi, a guy with dyed, light brown hair pulled back in a headband, is chattering away nonstop. It seems like, of the people who know him, most call him either by “Guchi” or “Mitsu”.

The quiet guy with long bangs behind him, giving off a mild delinquent-ish aura, is Shigeru Endo. It seems like most people just call him by his last name, Endo, but Higuchi calls him “Shige”.

They’re probably what you’d call best friends. Although Endo seems to threaten, ah, no, perform violent skinship.

As for why I’m stuck listening to Higuchi ramble … I’m really stuck listening.

It would be nice if he moved a little bit to the right or left… because my seat is on the line next to the windows, in the middle of the line, I can’t escape by getting out of my chair on the opposite side Higuchi is standing because there’s the window.

I can’t push my seat all the way back past Higuchi because there’s a desk right there.

That’s right, Higuchi has boxed me into my desk.

No good. I’m cornered. It’s the end of the line -!

Muuu-! I’ll have to do what I absolutely don’t want to do, my last ditch effort … gonna have to interrupt him and say something.

Even if it was only pretend for a while, playing hikkikomori for this entire life has made me a little rusty… how should I do this…

“…Mitsu. You talk too freaking long. Time to go home.”

“Eh? Ah, yeah, ok.”

Endo, banzai!

Higuchi is finally headed to the door!

I breathe a sigh of relief as I collect my things and prepare to head home.

“Hey, Kousei, so, like, you thinking of joining any clubs? What are your hobbies?”

…Eh. We’re continuing? Can’t be helped, if we’re all going to the shoe lockers, I guess.

“Basebal-, er, well, I read a lot.”

That was close. Higuchi reminds me too much of some of the guys I used to hang out with in a previous life. Calm down, me, don’t get carried away with the mood…

“Jeez, I was quiet this entire time, but even though I’m trapped in here, even I can tell time through the television! Mou, hurry up! You’re leaving school soon, right?”

Oh great. Another troublesome, talkative one – but it’s not like I can respond!

How troublesome!

“Baseball, huh? Wow, you going to join the club? They’re always out there, sweating their youth away … Shige and me, we’re the president and vice-president of the ‘go home club’, so…”

So he’s sticking with that…

“No, I’m also not going to join…”

“Eh? Eh? Gyaa! It’s so annoying that I can’t hear the other side of the conversation!”

How noisy…

I’m saved in that the disembodied voice is a girl’s voice while Higuchi is a guy, but I still have to be careful not to answer to the wrong one…!

“Suyin-chan… wait up…!”

The sound of pattering feet come from above us as we pass the staircase.

“It is just that A-Tsu is too slow!”

Two girls’ voices … one of them has a slight accent and speaks politely, although it’s a big contrast to what she’s saying.

Higuchi stops in his tracks, flinging is arms out to hold us back, and turns towards the stairs.

“Our goddess, she comes-!”

He exclaims.

What in the –

I look up just in time to see a girl leap over the railing –

Purple. Romantic, lacy, purple.

“Because of that -!?”

That unintentionally leapt out of my mouth, but… indeed. It’s a sight to worship – no, I mean, so that’s why Higuchi calls her a goddess?!

None of my former girlfriends had even ‘battle panties’ that shone with such brilliance -!

…Er.

Ahem.

The girl landed, and the flutter of her cream-kahki colored skirt came to a rest.

Because of the free show, I can’t help but look her over. What a good bodyline… it has a ‘tight’ feeling all over, like that of an athlete, but her natural structure makes her feminine curves stand out. And her chest is definitely … larger than the average woman’s, but not too large. Umu. It isn’t so large that it breaks the idea that she’s an energetic, athletic type, but it’s still larger than the average. What an amazing feat of …

Wh-wh-where am I looking?!

Ah… a China-girl? Her hair is done up in two buns on the sides of her head, complete with fabric covers, and there are braids coming down from them, as well as wrapping around the back of her head.

… How much hair is necessary to do that? Or like, how long does it take to do that in the morning?

Completely ignoring us, the girl turns and looks back up the stairs. Without any sign of impatience, she cheerfully says,

“A-Tsu, please hurry up!”

“Mou… Suyin-chan…”

Hearing that voice, Higuchi elbows me quickly and whispered,

“And after the goddess, the idol follows close behind.”

The owner of the second girl’s voice makes her appearance as she rounds the bend of the stairs.

Titanic!

Short, cute, with slender limbs, but … that chest. Even womens’ eyes would be drawn there immediately!

Shoot. I wasn’t always this kind of character! I swear! But it’s impossible that I’m not going off on a weird vector in this situation!

If the panties-goddess – no, if I call her that in my head, I’ll end up accidentally calling her that in real life. If the previous girl was the glamorous, energetic type, this girl would be the orthodox, traditional ojou-san.

The second girl was breathing roughly as she ran down the stairs, an arm crossed under her chest in an attempt to still the shaking.

“Ah-!”

She caught sight of the three of us boys as she panted on the top of the stairs.

Hm? Is she staring at me? No, right? Maybe?

“Tsurumi-chan, Suyin-chan, what class are you two in~?”

Higuchi asked.

“Um… that is…”

“We are in the Class 1-B, we are. Guchi-chan, you were able to make it into this high school as well? Endo was expected to make it, so we can ignore that.”

The ojou-san stutters a bit as she makes her way down the stairs, but the panti – energetic girl responds promptly. And kind of curiously.

“Eeeeeh… I’m not that dumb!”

“Please don’t write someone off, and don’t call someone ‘that’.”

Higuchi and Endo both protest.

Un. The energetic-type girl is practically a cheekier Higuchi. If she were a bit more of a ‘little devil’ flirt, I’d say she’s my type.

“Suyin-chan, we need… to get going. My grandma…”

“Oooh, that is right! Bye bye, Guchi, Endo, New Guy!”

… New Guy, huh?

Chiring. 

Uh-?

A beautiful, glass-like chime sounds as the energetic girl passed me. Ah… a small, ornamental birdcage is hanging from the ribbon on her hair-bun cover. Inside is a glass marble rolling around.

Although it’s something that should only last a moment, somehow I notice that, as if everything was slowed down.

In slow-motion, I watched as her eyes widened, and she turned to look at me… and then …

Uwaaah! The hue of her eyes changed! What is that?! A look like she’s made me her next target – on a shooting range!

Gyaa!

Even a lion will turn tail and run for its life if a predator like that is staring at it!

“Hm…”

Although she said it in a whisper under her breath, that ‘hm’ sent chills down my spine as she and the other girl disappeared down the hall.

“Can’t speak because of their gloriousness, huh? The two best beauties from our middle school, Tsurumi Minemoto and Suyin Zhou… wonderful, aren’t they?”

Higuchi’s thrown his arm over my shoulder.

I’m frozen out of fear, not admiration, hai.

Higuchi ignores my non-answer.

“That one’s a goddess, right?! Suyin-chan transferred in the last year of middles school – by the way, that’s written as ‘pure’ and ‘sound’, although the character for ‘pure’ is rare. A real China-girl! And she moves like that ALL the time, but won’t wear spats because they’re uncomfortable… kuuuu-! AND she doesn’t care about it, and greets everyone all friendly like that! She’s a pervert’s goddess!”

A goddess who’s a devil – a demon inside. And like, stop being a ‘gentleman’ and become an actual gentleman.  If you’re not careful, you’ll end up going down the path of no return, Higuchi-san.

“And as for Tsurumi-chan, well, she may be a bit slow, but cute is justice! Ah, and by slow, I don’t mean stupid. Tsurumi-chan is a genius, but, whatsit called, she thinks too much, so what I mean is she takes some time to respond to you, so literally, her speed is slow. But don’t you dare think that means she’s dumb!”

Hm. Despite being an open pervert, Higuchi might be a good guy.

Nn? But was it my imagination, that girl, Tsurumi-chan, she was …

“Well, they were both looking at Ishikawa-san, though.”

Endo said.

“Gyaa! Why Kousei again?! What’s wrong with ME?!”

Higuchi ruffled his hair with his hands as he screamed at the sky.

“… Sense of desperation?”

“That’s what it seems to be.”

Ah. The answer slid out of my mouth, and then Endo agreed to me… oops.

“WHHHAAAAT!”

Higuchi’s scream echoed through the halls.



        



<a/n: The reason why Higuchi bothers spelling out Suyin’s name is because she writes it in Chinese. Although Chinese shares characters with kanji, the pronunciations can differ from the usual usages, or be uncommon (aka, not used in Japanese, either commonly or at all, but still recognized as a kanji that exists). Suyin’s ‘Su/愫’ is uncommon, but would be read as ‘makoto’ or ‘so’ (although there are other, more common characters for makoto/so) meaning ‘pure’, while her ‘yin/音’ is the normal one for ‘sound’ with the usual pronunciations ’on/in/oto’, but chances are she’d still have to pronounce it for someone for them to get which pronunciation to use.

This is why some anime/manga characters introduce themselves as “I’m *name*, written with *characters*” if their names are uncommon, or follow an uncommon pronunciation. I guess it’s kind of similar to saying, “No, my name isn’t ‘Seen’, it’s ‘Shawn’, but spelled ‘Sean’.”

Language is fun!

But this is why I love Japanese. The puns, double-meanings, and subtle hints they can make with the language’s intrinsic, and pictographic, traits are a lot of fun for me.

Of course conventionally, Suyin should probably just write her name in katakana while in Japan, but keeping it in Chinese characters just because she can’t be bothered to change it suited her in the end.

Also her obsession with cute and sexy underwear… did I mention this was a really crappy harem story a long time ago? Unfortunately (or fortunately), her tendency to not care about showing off her underwear stuck with her.>

      

Chapter 7: Tsunatou Inari Shrine

“Hm…”

Tsurumi Minemoto glanced over at Suyin Zhou, who seemed to be thinking.

Although she was curious, Tsurumi didn’t feel the need to say anything. Suyin is the type to say exactly what she was thinking, after all.

“New Guy-kun, what is it that you think of him?”

Suyin’s sharp eyes flickered over and she stared steadily at Tsurumi.

“He is … I …”

Tsurumi frowned and tilted her head thinking. Since it happens all the time, Suyin didn’t mind it and distracted herself by flicking small pebbles at the tiny youkai that meandered near the walk.

After she sorted out her thoughts, Tsurumi said,

“… I saw him a few days ago, and thought he was a youkai, but after seeing him again, it seems like it’s different somehow.”

“That it is. He gives off a clearer sound, he does.”

Suyin agreed and nodded her head, although Tsurumi didn’t really understand her explanation.

It was like she understood it, but didn’t understand it… well.

“This morning too… here…”

Tsurumi stopped at one of the side paths that entered into the park, disappearing among the boughs of the wisteria. She had seen that boy walking towards the park, carrying something carefully, and had followed him secretly out of curiosity.

“Hm? Well, should we go in? It is a shortcut if we go northerly through the park.”

Suyin smiled as she encouraged Tsurumi to go on.

Wordlessly, Tsurumi led the way into the park.

Following an outer path, one that sometimes went under the wisteria and sometimes went out of it, she led Suyin to a small grassy patch lit in the sun.

“Ya, there is quite a few of them… nn?  A bakeneko, it is?”

Basking around something that sat flat in the afternoon sun, many small youkai flitted about here and there, or just sat and napped.

“In… the morning there were more … normal animals, too…”

Tsurumi said.

Although they were only small youkai, it was a bit worrying that there were so many. Even if they looked content and unlikely to cause harm … no one would enter a den of wolves even if their tails were wagging.

Although they are less dangerous than wolves. Especially for these two girls.

Tsurumi reached into her pocket, fumbling as she looked for something, but Suyin stepped ahead.

With careful, measured steps she approached the cluster of youkai, and from her throat a whistling sound with a low hiss sounded.

At that, all the small youkai stood, shook themselves, and then scattered.

“Kekeke, they are not so strong, so only a small irritation will drive them away.”

Tsurumi nodded. She had also thought the same, but Suyin had beaten her when it came to dealing with them.

Suyin stooped at the flat thing lying in the center of the grass.

“… It is a paper plate?”

Suyin picked it up, flipping it this way and that.

Yes, it was a paper plate. There was nothing particularly interesting about it.

“That guy … brought it. There was food on it. It is likely that it … was his offering to his ancestors? So he brought it here … to feed the animals with.”

“Wa! Is he a Buddha? Most people would just eat it, right?”

Although she gave off the hint of a carefree girl, Suyin was actually living from paycheck to paycheck, so that kind of luxury was beyond her comprehension.

“I don’t think … that is his intention…”

Tsurumi was a little troubled at that kind of assessment. Even though many people did this honoring of their ancestors, it wasn’t necessarily true that they were devout Buddhists. After all, there’s a reason for the saying, ‘Born as a Shinto, married as a Christian, buried as a Buddhist.’ And as for the disposing of the offerings, it was most common to eat or use them yourself, but compassionate people do exist, and it’s not all that uncommon for them to be set out for strays…

This was all milling around in Tsurumi’s mind as she struggled to think of how she should say that.

Noticing the gears cranking in Tsurumi’s head, Suyin quickly said,

“My apologies, I did not mean it that way. It was just a figure of speech. But that does not explain why there were so many youkai here. They do not need to eat human food, they don’t. Hm? No, wait.”

Suyin’s eyes glinted.

“It is because New Guy-kun made them that they are attracted to it? So he is a craftsman-type, despite having that kind of aura?”

Tsurumi just nodded silently in response to Suyin’s words.

A mysterious, clear-sounding laughter shook the trees and wisteria blossoms as Suyin laughed.

“Tai hao le! This is just too interesting!”

————–

——-Kousei Side——-

You know, I was kind of thinking it might be possible.

Living a normal life like a normal high schooler. Stop worrying about things that just give me wrinkles between my brows. Just laughing, having fun, studying…

Today was really fun. Even though there’s a disembodied voice talking to me once in a while, and a parade of tiny youkai who capered around, the school seems to reject youkai, and no one here knows about my reputation from before.

I met fun people, cute and dangerous girls (which is… good?), and now I have a guardian who cares about my wellbeing.

I really was just starting to think optimistically about coming to this town and starting a new life.

“Hm? Kousei, what’s up? You’re looking pale. Anemic?”

Higuchi looked over his shoulder at the me who has stopped dead in his tracks.

“Ah, no… that’s… … Where is the nearest shrine from here?”

Uwah, my voice doesn’t sound like myself at all, but right now I don’t have time to worry about that-!

“The nearest shrine? Uh… if you take a left at the building there, there should be…”

“My bad. I have to go-!”

I turn and run for it in the direction Higuchi pointed.

Behind me, I hear,

“Eh-! Kouse – wah!”

Higuchi gave a slight shriek, and I glance over my shoulder. Don’t tell me –

But THAT just brushed past Higuchi and Endo. Well, some people can sense THAT as just a wind or presence or something, so that was probably all that happened…

I’m relieved –

NOT!

Shit! It’s definitely coming after me! This stupidly huge, sinister youkai!

And it’s fast!

“Oya? What’s going on now? Youkai? Is it a youkai?”

Like I have time to answer you!

I hit the small side street Higuchi had pointed out to take a left at a little too fast, and I almost fall over, nearly twisting my ankle.

“Haa, haa…What? The shrine isn’t-!”

It’s just another street, up a slight incline.

Mou, give me a break!

I can’t stop now, I’ll be eaten-!

I can’t do anything else but run.

“Damn smallfry, trying to take away my conversation partner-! Tch, the shrine is near you. This shrine, at least, I can sense, even if I’m like this.”

I don’t have the time or energy to say, ‘How can you tell’, ‘What do you mean by THIS shrine’, or ‘You’re only worried about losing your conversation partner?!’ I barely have time to even think it.

Other thoughts like, ‘How did it sense me?’ and ‘Why now?’ also flood through my head.

I grip the small protection charm in my pocket.

This charm, it should have warded the bigger youkai off completely. Even though this is the biggest and most terrifying one I’ve seen in months, even this youkai should have been avoided –

Ah, no, that man, whom I’m indebted to, said that it wouldn’t be effective forever… But why did it fail now?!

Don’t tell me the wards on the house, too-!

“Good, you’re headed in the right direction.”

What a relief. I don’t know how the voice knows, but it seems like there really is a shrine nearby. I guess I did just kind of run off while Higuchi was giving me directions…

My throat burns, and my calves protest at my reckless speed up this slope… Ah, a torii!

Aiming myself at the red torii stretched across the stairs, THWACK!

Ouch, I couldn’t slow down enough to turn, and ricocheted off the torii’s post.

I’m sorry, whichever kami-sama you are, please don’t curse me, it’s an emergency-!

Shit, after the slope, it’s stairs-! Kami-sama, I said please don’t curse me-!

Kzzt!

Ah…

Halfway up the stairs, I hear that sound. What’s it like… un. The sound those electronic, bug zapper things that fry bugs that get too close? It’s like that.

I stop, panting heavily and feeling a little faint from the tense exercise.

So even that kind of level of youkai was stopped immediately at the torii.

Now that I’m not running for my life… un. The area here feels different. Even from local shrines I had visited back where I had lived previously.

“…Un. I think he got eaten. Noooooo!”

“… Thanks … for that…”

“Fufu, of course I didn’t really think you got eaten. Your voice is resonating with that shrine’s Territory, after all. Although I’m not too happy about using it … ma, it saved my conversation partner, so I suppose I should just be happy.”

“Your… priorities… worry me.”

I’m gasping for breath between my words, but the shaky feeling I had from earlier is calming down.

Ah, it’s no good to keep standing here… let’s go up the stairs to the shrine. If it can’t see me, maybe that huge youkai will go away…

Zing!

H…heeeeeeeeeh-?!

SOMETHING just flew by my face just now…! Eeeeh… Somehow I feel like the universe has just been waiting to mess with me again. I THOUGHT these past few days have been too normal-!

A roar sounds out from behind me… ehhhh.

In front of me, a stern-faced, slender older man in a hakama stood, a hand outstretched and finger pointed in my direction. His hair is pulled pack in a low ponytail.

… Human, right?

I want to believe it. And not just because I don’t want to run anymore.

I’m pretty sure that large youkai just went poof and disintegrated into a thousand pieces…! I’m pretty sure that this man was the one who did it…!

I’d like to keep my body in one piece, you know?!

The sudden fearing-for-my life has made me completely forget about the fact that I felt like my lungs were going to burst and that my legs feel like jelly.

My legs are now quivering for a different reason…

“… My apologies. Are you a … guest?”

The stern-faced man lowers his hand as he asks that question.

Something about his intonation makes me nervous, but I can only stammer,

“Y-yes, I just moved into the area and thought I should make my offerings…”

I try to keep my voice from shaking, but – why is he still staring at me like thaaaat!

With a face like he doesn’t believe me in the slightest, the man steps to one side to let me pass.

Phew… the tension goes out a little, and my body complains again as I walk up the stairs. I’m relieved he isn’t going to push for anything more…

But right when I pass him, he says,

“It was lucky for you to have decided to stop by at that time. There’s no knowing what kind of malicious influences you could have gotten caught up in.”

Ah… cold sweat is starting to flow down my face again. Don’t tell me he knows…!

“I-is that so? I don’t really know about that sort of thing, hahaha…”

I try to keep going up the steps.

“Hm… so you’re saying you know nothing about youkai or yuurei, especially the one down there.”

“E-eh? Youkai and yuurei exist? I’ve never seen any around. If there was one down there, that’s pretty scary.”

It really was. It was TERRIFYING.

The man’s brows furrow and he leans in, saying,

“You. It’s ludicrous to think that such a coincidence-“

“Fushimi-san! Jeez! Stop harassing our guests!”

Aaaah, loli miko-sama, thank you for your timing!

A small girl with a short bob and tiny tufts of hair for pigtails stands at the top of the steps, scolding the older man.

He steps back with a frown.

“Yui-san.”

The girl stomped her foot.

Bashin!

You could almost see the sound effects as she snappily flung her hand out and pointed at the stern-faced man.

“Don’t you think that, just because you took over this shrine of Inari from Grandpa, that I’ll let you just do whatever you want! I don’t care if you’re from the main shrine, if you’re here, you’re going to treat our guests how we’ve always been treating them!”

Eeeeh… What’s this tsun-without-dere situation, here?

Whatever you say, if this is a love-comedy, this is definitely OUT. She’s definitely under 10, and this man, er, Fushimi-san, has to be in his late 30s.

Police!

I’m really glad I manage to keep this stupid comedic narration in my head.

“… Even if that’s the case, I am not merely presiding over this shrine, Yui-san. I do have a duty to protect –“

“Guu… Just wait, I’m going to take back this shrine from you-!”

Fushimi-san sighed.

“And how are you going to do that? You lose focus immediately in your training, and you’re too young to take the national exam. If you put more effort-“

“Just wait! I’ll do it! I’ll get a kitsune familiar, and I’ll take back the shrine from you-!”

“And where exactly will you find a kitsune – Yui-san!”

The girl sticks her tongue out at Fushimi-san and runs off.

Uwah. Fushimi-san, you’re the type of guy who’s not good at talking with children, aren’t you? I think he was actually trying to encourage her, but… un. It came out all wrong, Fushimi-san.

Watching her run off, he just sighs and holds a hand up to his temple.

I can’t help but ask, “I-is that going to be okay?”

Fushimi-san shoots me a glare.

“What do you mean? I’m sorry, but this is a private matter for the shrine.”

Uwah… but, I’m really worried, you know? It’s the elders’ responsibility to temper the rash behavior of the younger, right?

“No, well… I don’t really understand the situation, but is it really okay for her to try to become a kitsune-tsukai? That isn’t the realm of Inari anymore, I think… ”

If I’m not wrong, becoming a kitsune-tsukai, that is, a fox youkai user, should be in the realm of the Manifested Izuna… Not that I’m one to nitpick, but if her goal is to take over this shrine, which is a shrine for Inari… right? But maybe there are things I don’t know about.

Uwaah. When did I become this kind of occult otaku? Visions of me becoming like the FujiTana Combo and annoying people pass in front of my eyes, and I shudder in horror.

Fushimi-san sighs again, saying,

“If it’s one of Inari’s messengers, then … But you are correct. She shouldn’t think that contracting anything should be okay.”

Nonono, are you just going to leave it at that?

“Um… well, I mean … kitsune are … notorious for being tricksters, right? Isn’t it dangerous to let her make contracts with things she can’t guess their intentions to?

The stern-faced Fushimi-san scratches the back of his head with a frustrated grimace.

“Just leave her be. A 7-year-old who couldn’t sit still and fell over after her legs fell asleep during her initial training won’t have enough focus to find, let alone make a contract, with a youkai.”

He says this with a grumpy, but somehow worried, look.

Un. It’s difficult to be an outsider, but still involved with the family problems, isn’t that right, Fushimi-san?

Suddenly, he switches his line of vision to me.

“Although, I remember you saying you didn’t think youkai exist…”

Urk.

Fushimi-san lowered his sharp gaze and sighed.

“Well, you seem harmless enough. It’s unforgivable to bring any unpure thing to the shrine purposefully, by the way.”

Uuu… His disjointed line of thought indicates that he totally suspects me… I’m not sure of what, but he totally suspects me!

But, well, at least he’s not pursuing the matter further.

I finish climbing the stairs, wreathed in trees, and see the shrine’s compound for the first time.

Ah, amidst the red torii are many statues of foxes. That’s right, this shrine really is a shrine of Inari, huh? This one’s a pretty big shrine. All the buildings and stages are pretty expansive…

Because Fushimi-san is watching from behind (well, I don’t know if he’s watching, but he was following me up the steps, anyway), I make VERY sure to walk on the edge of the path and to bow before passing under the torii.

At the purification basin, I make VERY sure to rinse my left hand, then my right hand, and then pour some of the water from the ladle into my left hand, rinse my mouth and make sure to spit it outside of the fountain, then finally I tilt the ladle so that the water left rinses ladle’s handle. Yosh.

Let’s see, the official method at the offertory box is bow, offer, ring the bell, bow twice, clap, pray, bow.

That’s right, I should try to do ALL of it VERY properly. Fushimi-san seems like the type who would glare at you disapprovingly if you didn’t do it right… Even though most people don’t do it right.

Heck, I didn’t even know half of this in my past life.

But, well, knowing about it in this life is an investment in my lifespan, though. Since youkai are real, I can’t rule out the blessings from the kami-sama -! Thinking that, I learned early on about the PROPER etiquette at shrines.

Un, as for the offering today … 1000 yen. That’s right, a bill-!

I did just crash into the torii and lead a malicious youkai all the way to the gate, as well as irritate the head priest … un. Even though I’m only a student, if just saying, “I’m sorry” fixed everything, there wouldn’t be any need for police. I shouldn’t skimp on this, ne.

Ah. After I bowed twice, I hear an approving, “Hm…” from behind me.

Geh, he really was watching me-! Please let your practitioners pray in peace, Fushimi-sama! It’s hard to focus like this, Fushimi-sama!

Pan pan.

Kami-sama, I’m sorry, please don’t curse me-! I’d like to just live my life quietly, if it’s possible!

Un. Let’s go find out where all the little road-side shrines without resident priests are later, for future emergencies.



      



<a/n: Umu. It might seem strange that Kousei is diligently setting out food for strays, since it doesn’t seem intrinsic to his nature. And it isn’t. Don’t mind it too much for now, we’ll leave that for later.

As for the shrine etiquette… Please keep in mind this is another world and don’t use it as a blatant example. Things like bowing at the torii and the way to pray at the offering box, although it may have been in practice at one time, there’s no guarantee it’s still exactly the same today, so if you’re going to a shinto shrine, it would be better to do your own research.

Just for those wondering, ‘Tai hao le’ just means, ‘That’s too good!’

Eh… Fushimi and Yui, were you supposed to show up this early in the story…?>
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Chapter 8: Each Others’ Hurts

Back in Tokyo, a figure of a tall man who stood head above the crowd walked the streets.

People stared as he passed by.

Tall and broad shouldered with a long, prominent, western-styled nose and full beard, it was little wonder they stared.

“Is he a Hollywood actor?”

Young women whispered together as they watched him go by.

The man was completely unconcerned at their whispers.

“Oh, what a good smell…”

He approached a counter where they were selling cream croquettes.

“Excuse me…”

“Yes, welcome – eh! Um… <I kyant s-peak English>!”

The man running the fried food counter panicked.

“Ahaha, no, no, I’m Japanese, see, I have black hair.”

It means nothing if it’s just the hair-!

The man behind the counter swallowed his words, but put on his smile.

“Ah, sorry about that. Then, what can I do for you?”

With no further complications, the tall man bought a croquette and continued on his way, casually chewing on his purchase. It disappeared in two bites.

“Hm, it’s good, but as I thought, it can’t compare… It’s been 5 years, huh? I want to eat that guy’s croquettes again.”

Although he had only been there once, long ago, the tall man’s steps didn’t falter as he made his way through the city.

His destination was a certain high-end apartment building.

Standing on the walk, the tall man looked up at the window that he was certain belonged to the room he had visited before.

… No. He was no longer sure.

“… Not there. THOSE aren’t there. Not good. I wonder what happened.”

Taking advantage of a woman walking out of the building, the tall man was able to get into the apartment building despite not having a security card.

He approached the security guard’s window quickly.

Even if the security guard just tells him to leave or threw him out, it’s not like it would stop him much. Or like, it’s not like there’s any need for him to go through the trouble to ask, but the tall man felt that he should at least attempt to do things properly first, so he approached the security guard’s desk to asked about that boy.

“Excuse me, but I haven’t been able to get into contact with the young master in room 708, and I was just worried …”

The security guard stared at him for a moment before realization dawned in his eyes.

“Ah, the young man in room 708, was it? He moved with a different relative just recently, within the month, although the owner of the apartment is still the same. Ah, I understand you’re worried, but I can’t give out any of his personal information; I hope you understand.”

“Of course, of course. I was just worried, ahaha. Ah, I suppose I could have just asked his family, now, sorry about that.”

The security guard smiled a bit, and then lowered his voice,

“Panic gets the better of everyone. I’m relieved that young man had other people who cared about him. Between you and me, I think the way he was treated was just horrible. I mean, it’s not like I think they abused him, but when you don’t see anyone but the kid come in and out everyday, with no one coming to check on him, well. He had a lot of things to deal with.”

As the tall man left the apartment building, he pulled on a weather-beaten hat with a brim that had long lost its rigidity low over his eyes and a smile slowly spread across his face.

“Hm. You have no idea what kind of things he has to deal with.”

He muttered.

Looking upwards into the sky, large, glistening black wings suddenly sprouted from his back as his smile became a grin.

No one in that busy city seemed to notice the sudden change to the tall man, even though there were many who were staring at him. And then suddenly, as if they all lost interest at the same time, no one was staring at him any longer.

“Guess I’ll track him down. I want to eat those croquettes again.”

Naturally, since he didn’t know any of that boy’s relatives, he didn’t even entertain the thought of going to them and just took to the skies.

————–

——-Kousei Side——-

“Fight-o, fight-o!”

“I’m home already, there’s no need for that anymore!”

Although I retort to the voice as if it were annoying, actually, it was super reassuring to have someone to talk to on the way home.

It took my mind off the thought that youkai would jump out at any moment at me from the shadows.

Gu-! I must have looked like a 100% suspicious person, jumping at small noises all the way home.

But even though I made it home… is it going to be safe?

Let’s line the entryways with salt… I have no idea what I’m going to tell Daiki-san when he comes in and sees little lines of salt everywhere… but this is a matter of life or death!

“…What a waste of salt. This really sucks. I hate doing this weird crap because everyone thinks you’re a weirdo, but if I don’t do it, I get eaten!”

This is the most unfair part about it – it’s not like I want to be weird, I just want to stay alive!

I apologize to all my classmates I made fun of in my previous life for doing this kind of thing. It has to be retribution-!

Ah, sorry, I’ll be serious now.

“Fumu. I understand your worries, but that’s all the more reason you should have obediently admitted to being able to see youkai to the head priest, right?”

“…”

I know there was that option. Admitting my troubles and asking for protection against youkai. New wards, new charms … yeah, that’s true, it could have helped.

But I don’t want to do that.

“Hm? You’ve gone quiet all of a sudden, though… na, you could have looked for help against seeing youkai from the shrine, though? I give you my assurance that THAT shrine is the real deal, though? Shrines are generally happy to help against that sort of thing, as long as they’re ‘real’.”

“… Even more so then, I don’t want let them know about being able to see youkai. They’d have to make a Divination to confirm I’m telling the truth, right? That means they’d see my Blessings. You know, I told you about my cursed Blessing.”

“Ah… that’s right. Eh? But then, you should definitely go! If it’s a ‘real’ shrine, then they might know something! Their Divinations might figure something out, if they’re actually connected to a kami. And if it’s bad, they could do a Benediction, or if that doesn’t work, they can do an Exorci-“

“That’s why! It never works! I don’t feel like getting almost drowned again!”

Haa, haa … ah.

Somehow, my emotions just exploded out. It seems I still haven’t gotten over it.

I pull at my bangs a little sullenly.

“… Sorry.”

“Ah… um, well, ah, un. It’s okay. M-maa, this is the first time I heard you get seriously upset. I mean, you make a fuss a lot, but… un. Ah… er… do you … want to talk about it?”

“… If this is the first time you’ve heard me upset, this is the first time I’ve heard you so flustered.”

“Brat! I’m trying to be sympathetic!”

“Haha…”

I pull at my bangs, thinking about what just happened.

Do I try to hide my hurts with stupid things and retorts?

To be honest, I didn’t think that was the case from my past life. Although, I was criticized for never reflecting on the things that went wrong (mostly by my girlfriend) and why things turned out the way they did.

But maybe that’s because I never had any hurts in that life that ran quite as deep in this life.

Maybe I AM that guy who just laughs things off while trying not to think about things from the past.

… That leaves a bad taste in my mouth, so I kind of want to ignore it.

Anyway, I don’t really like thinking about that time when I still lived with my aunt, because it’s a story about how my existence LITERALLY drove my aunt insane.

“…Well, I see there are some circumstances, but I’m startled that a shrine’s people would still take to such drastic measures with a mysterious boy in this day and age. Although I know humanity’s cruelness at things that are different from them hasn’t changed, from what I hear on the TV.”

I sigh a little.

That’s not right; I have to correct that misunderstanding.

“It wasn’t the shrines, it was my aunt. And it wasn’t like she was trying to drown a cursed boy, she honestly thought that she had to drive the curse out her brother’s son. It’s that kind of sad, painful story about a woman who was driven into madness.”

I think, as a child who had been mistreated, I should fear and hate that woman. She had gone psychotic, and by all means should have been put in an institution, or at least gone for medical treatment for a mental disorder.

But instead, even at the end when I thought I would have died, I couldn’t help but feel pity for her. How can I blame her, when it was the youkai that I attracted that drove her that far? That it was the whispered rumors about me behind her back that made her paranoid and unstable? What about the pressure to raise her brother’s only child safely, but only to watch it fall apart in front of her?

As someone who had become an adult in a previous life, I can’t just avert my eyes from her circumstances.

“Oi oi. What is this child saying, my goodness. It hurt, didn’t it? It was frightening, wasn’t it? Why should you also bear her burdens as well? Even though you’re getting close to the age of an adult, you are still a child, so it’s alright to just cry without worrying about the circumstances to that degree.”

Ah… somehow, I do feel like crying a little.

This secret that I’d been carrying; short of my aunt and Kenji-san, who came home just at the right time and dragged both me and my aunt out of the bathroom in horror, no one else knew such that scandalous secret. None of us talked about it, none of us acknowledged it.

Even though I really shouldn’t be trusting this shady voice with its shady origins, somehow I’m spilling my guts to it, and it’s telling me something I wish someone close to me had been able to tell me.

Although there’s no one really close to me, so perhaps it’s a foolish wish.

Because deep down, it does feel like my fault, you know? Even though I know it’s not really my fault, it can’t be denied that it happened because of me.

“Even if I’m a child, if I had become an adult in another life, I can’t just say I’m allowed to ignore it.”

I said that kind of ambiguous, weird thing in a kind of joking tone.

Although I’m totally just swallowing my tears behind it.

“Fufufu, so you’re saying you have memories of a past life, so you’re allowed to be mature? That’s no good. No matter which life, when you’re a child you should be a child. After all, experiences are as important as memories.”

Thank you for not touching on the fact that my voice got husky from tearing up.

…Hang on.

“E-eh? Is it not weird to have memories from a past life?”

“Hohoho, well, you have them, don’t you? It happens, where there are children who have strangely developed Blessings and memories from a past life. It’s rare to none, though.”

Eh… is that so. So that’s why, although there was a bit of a fuss from my other Blessings, they were quickly overshadowed by my unreadable Blessing.

I was wondering about that… Oh, but then…

“Th-then, what about past lives from another world?”

“… … Eh. What’s that. This isn’t an anime or something, you know…”

Shit.

“Eh? What’s that, what’s that? What kind of delusions are you having?”

“Sh-shut up!”

Ah, mou! It’s not a delusion! I want to cry now for a different reason!

“A-anyway, there’s rarely anything good from getting my Blessings Divined at a shrine. In the first place, I don’t have [Sixth Sense], so it’s going to be super suspicious if I tell them I need help because I can see youkai.”

There’s even the risk of being called a demon child, when you don’t have a Blessing you should have but you have a Blessing you probably shouldn’t have.

“Fumu. I see.”

As expected, even a youkai understands the problem.

“…So?”

…Huh?

“What do you mean, ‘So?’”

“Kukuku, you aren’t going to ask my about why I knew about that shrine, even though I can’t sense anything else. Well, except the wisteria.”

“As if I could know if you’ll actually answer that.”

“Well that’s true.”

Oi.

“Maa, this time I feel like talking, so you might as well humor me.”

“Even if I didn’t, you always find a way to make me pay attention…”

“Mah~ How cheeky! You’re even more irritable today! Well, to put it frankly, I really do just feel like exchanging information on a more personal level. It won’t do if I only find out about you, ne?”

“I guess.”

It kind of made me feel relieved to talk about it to someone, finally …. I’m not going to tell the voice that I was secretly moved by discussing it with her, though. Even if she already knows, it’s embarrassing.

“Maa, I used to be a youkai in the employment of Inari-kami-sama. It’s only natural that I can still sense a shrine that has Inari-kami-sama’s power bestowed on it, even if I am sealed. Or rather, I can still sense the presence of Inari-kami-sama’s power within this town, no matter who or what it is bestowed on.”

“Is that how it works… Hm? Or is it because you’re actually pretty high up in the ranks?”

“Formerly, I was.”

“Then, as expected, it was Inari-sa – Inari-kami-sama who sealed you?”

“…Yes. To be honest, she was terribly lenient. It was an offense that should have been punished by obliteration.”

That’s so scary! Not death, but obliteration! The wraths of the kami are terrifying.

“I was the head guard of one of Inari-kami-sama’s divine rice field, one devoted to making Sacred Sake. But one day I got drunk, fell asleep, and when I woke up the fields were on fire.”

… OOOOOi!

“What are you doing?!”

The words burst out from me.

“Ah… sorry.”

No, before, the voice said it was ashamed of what it had done, or at least that’s what it sounded like, so that was an unnecessary outburst…

“No, well, I wonder what I was doing as well…”

“But to think that would have gotten you sealed up forever…”

“Fool! This is Inari-kami-sama’s sacred rice paddy! It’s not just something you can laugh off! Ah, it may be different now, with people disliking the death penalty, but… hm. It’s like, the Shogun assigned a man to be in charge of a storeroom full of his wealth and treasures that displayed his authority, but that man fell asleep and all the treasures are stolen and the storeroom burned down. What would happen to that man?”

“I see. He’d have to slit his stomach at best…”

“It could be punishable for up to 3 generations. As for my case, this is a kami-sama we’re talking about. Anyone who shared even a drop of my blood should have been executed, if we’re going by human standards. It is only Inari-kami-sama’s mercy that allows me to still be alive today.”

Although the voice is talking about it matter-of-factly, a slight tremor betrays the emotions it feels.

“…It must have been mortifying.”

“Haha… ah, it was. To have betrayed the one I had dedicated my being to, to have let my subordinates be slaughtered, all through negligence – somehow, it would have been easier to stomach if I had just shot a fireball at Inari-kami-sama.”

“Somehow, that doesn’t sound good at all. Please don’t do that.”

“Kukuku, I can’t do anything with how I am right now, so rest assured, even if I wanted to, there’s nothing I can do. I’m mostly mortified that such a little amount of alcohol caused me to get that drunk.”

“Please don’t drink on the job.”

“It was cold. You need something to warm yourself up on a night like that.”

“Are you honestly reflecting on your mistakes or not?!”

“Wahaha!”

Betraying its frustration by laughing and joking; I couldn’t help but feel a bit of a connection to this mysterious voice that only I can hear.



   [  



<a/n:

This chapter was kind of hard to write… Kousei isn’t as introspective as Jun, but he also isn’t as impulsive as Naru. He’s had time to think about things that bother him, but at the same time he doesn’t really like thinking about them… Basically, I kept bouncing between too emo and too candid for a while, and having a ‘down’ depression day really didn’t help, lol.>

        

Chapter 9: A Time to be by Her Side

The surroundings are dark. Kousei couldn’t see anything in the pitch-black darkness.

Oh, though he could see himself perfectly well.

Where is this?

… Is what he’d like to say, but it’s another dream, huh?

Kousei was… well, he wasn’t exactly used to this, but it wasn’t something he hadn’t experienced before.

The so-called lucid dream… although he couldn’t control what happened in these dreams at all.

The best that Kousei could guess was that these dreams were influenced by the same thing that caused him to be able to see youkai and the like, whatever it was that caused it.

They were… what do you call them… visions?

Although people who had visions usually had the [Oracle] Blessing… well, Kousei had long since decided not to mind it.

Or at least, Kousei had long since come to terms with the fact that he couldn’t figure anything out about it, and thus should not mind it.

Suddenly, there was a rustling sound, like walking through brush, and then a voice spoke.

“So you’re back. What are you up to?”

The voice was raspy and deep. A man’s voice? Or something like that.

“I’ll do it. I’m going to find a partner who will make me strong!”

A young … girl – boy(?) – most likely girl responded to the first voice quite cheekily.

…Hm? The scene is still completely pitch-black.

Normally the sounds and images both fade in at the same time, but this time there’s only audio.

Visual input error?

Thinking that kind of stupid thing, Kousei felt restless.

Without being able to move, he could only listen to the conversation between the deep, raspy voice and the young, childish one.

“I see, I see… but just running around hoping to contract with any old youkai isn’t really a good idea, you know? It’s dangerous, for one, and it’s going to be hard to find something really strong.”

The deep voice said.

“I already know where I can find one that’s strong, and one that will make them recognize me. It’s just, the youkai is under a strong seal.”

The child sounded very frustrated.

“Oh… a seal? Are you sure that’s the best idea? Sealed youkai are dangerous. Can you handle one?”

“Even if it’s a dangerous one, I can do it! My [Invocation] is Level 5!”

“Oh my, I see. I think it would be hard for most who haven’t finished their training and induction ceremony, but I see… Oh? But if you cannot break the seal, it wouldn’t be hard to imagine it would be difficult to subdue the youkai within. It would take an equivalent power to that seal, after all.”

“I’m not that dumb! But it’s hard to practice breaking a seal, compared to contacting youkai…”

“Are you interacting with youkai without letting your grandfather know? Goodness, what a reckless girl.”

Somehow, even though the deep, raspy voice sounded concerned, Kousei felt it was kind of unpleasant.

“Well now, if there’s a way to break any seal, it would be to summon Raijin-sama’s lightning down. It could even break the seal of a kami. It just so happens that the typhoons have wandered into town currently… well, even if I say that, it’s a dangerous trick. I wouldn’t recommend it to everyone.”

“Hmm… I see.”

“Sorry I couldn’t be of any help.”

“Uh-uh, thank you, mister! I gotta get back now, though, before they come looking for me.”

Energetic footsteps sounded off into the distance.

“Fufufu. Children.”

Brrbrrbrr

Kousei really was getting chills from that voice…

————–

——-Kousei Side——-

Brrbrrbrr…

Un… my chills have followed me into the real world – Of course that’s not it!

Brrbrrbrr

…I wonder when I fell asleep.

Shoot! Dinner!

No, texts! ARGH!

Where is my phone-

THUD, whack!

…nnngh!

I forgot, I was on the couch, and there’s a coffee table there…

“Double-combo… x2 damage…”

I finally find my phone.

Triple texts from Daiki-san…

He’s not coming home after all?

SHAAAAAAAA

Holy crap!

I only now notice that there’s a river falling from the sky.

Its currents sound like it’s going to tear the roof tiles off!

Uwaaaah… it’s going sideways! The river – I mean, rain is going completely sideways!

A brilliant flash of lightning lights up the window, and not 10 seconds later, as I’m trying not to scream from the pain of the bright flash to my eyes,

KAAAAABOOOOOOM!

Hng! Ah, the thunder shakes the house and hits all the way into the pit of my stomach.

“WHAT IS THIS?!”

Typhoon?! This is the apocalypse!

Aaaah! The world is ending!

“Oooh, you’re finally awake. I’m amazed you can sleep through this… I mean, even I can feel the violence of this storm where I am!”

“I’m amazed I can sleep through this too! Ah, Daiki-san, understood, please don’t come home!”

I quickly respond to Daiki-san’s texts.

The storm doors are… ooh. They’re holding.

I’m so touched that I kind of want to applaud them.

“…Eh? If you can tell we’re having this storm, what is this? It’s not a normal storm…?”

“Ah, un. If it’s to this degree, I think Fuujin-sama and Raijin-sama are … what’s it called… having a jam session?”

… No. Stop. Hang on.

“What?!”

“Was that the wrong term? Um… rave? Dance party? Unn… I don’t really know how else to put it. Basically, they’re having a big party to relax before they have to return out to sea.”

“This violence is relaxation!?”

“The kami have different scales of things, see.”

“Haaah… So this is why there’s been typhoons all week, when it’s not typhoon season.”

So this is, like, a pre-game?

It’s so troublesome! You’re troubling the humans!

…Hm?

Wasn’t there something… oh. I remember.

“…Hey. Couldn’t lightning from Raijin break your seal?”

“… … … What. Wait. Where did that come from?! What kind of dangerous thing are you saying?!”

“Ooh, you’re panicking, you’re panicking.”

“Of course I am! Haa… well, theoretically yes, but you’d better not be thinking of actually doing something so dangerous! In the first place, I told you that this is my rightful punishment!”

Well, even though it says that…

“No… well, don’t you think you might have been set up? For someone to burn the fields and kill off your subordinates … and for you to have fallen asleep … there’s a chance for some foul play like that, right? So I just thought…”

“Haa… You know… I can’t just puff out my chest and say, ‘I was tricked! I’m innocent!’ in this sort of situation. I mean, think about it. If the man the shogun trusted said, ‘I was fooled, and that’s why your treasures were stolen and your storehouse was burned down’…”

Oh.

“…Un. I guess he’d still be required to slit his belly to take responsibility…”

“Right? Besides, if I didn’t take my punishment, how could I face the lovers and families of my subordinates who I let be slaughtered?”

Truly, the voice is someone who was ready to bear the burden of responsibility. It was thoughtless of me to suggest breaking her out, huh?

Although I don’t know how to do that, anyway.

Even if you say “Use Raijin’s lightning to break the seal” … um… how?!

“Well, it’s not like I can actually do it, I guess, so I was just asking…”

“…Thank goodness. Any method that calls Raijin-sama’s lightning to strike a specific place won’t end well for the caster, either. And besides, even if I wanted to break out, if I do, the entire town might disappear, you know?”

“… Hang on. Back up. What do you mean the entire town might disappear?”

“How to explain… I told you the ‘air’ here was really thin, right? Well, because of that ‘thinness’, because there’s no ‘atmosphere’ here, my powers are cut off in this sealed space. If I’m suddenly broken out, into normal space, my powers will come flooding back really fast, but it’s REAL bad. Like… going on a bad trip with drugs. I’ll go berserk.”

I really have to wonder about the things the voice uses as comparisons… or like, what is human TV telling her?! But aside from that…

“Exactly… how bad would that be?”

“Fufu. I was a commander of a guardian squadron for Inari-kami-sama, you know? If we’re lucky, only a third of the town will be gone. If those who could deal with this aren’t prepared and we’re unlucky…. maybe only the wisteria will be left.”

“SCARY!”

“Oh? Are you impressed? Are you impressed by me? Wahaha! That is my power!”

“Is that something to be proud of?!”

“Mm, that’s true. I would be sad if anything happened to this town. If I ever got unsealed, I can only hope that I can be killed before I kill anyone…”

…

That… was kind of a painful, lonely statement.

“I’m kind of surprised. There are youkai who wouldn’t care if a couple hundred humans got knocked off, you know? But you don’t want to kill a single one.”

When I said that, the voice gave a soft, tender chuckle.

“You’ve only run into the nasty, lowbreds, after all. What can I say? Although I entered this seal willingly for my penance, it’s a horrible fate of loneliness and isolation. But, beyond what I could have imagined, the creations of humans have reached me. Although it’s a luxury that I should never have received, I can’t help but feel grateful for it. Already, I’ve fallen in love with the creativity of humans.”

I see.

“Well, if I didn’t get the audio from satellite TV, I would probably have gone so crazy that I’d want to come out no matter what, and screw the humans! Or something like that?”

“…So much for the touching sentiment.”

“Ahahaha! But seriously, even if I’m not put to death before I can regain my senses, I’ll be hunted by Inari-kami-sama’s servants, you know? I don’t think I’d run from it. It’s only a matter of time before I’m killed, if I’m ever released.”

“I see. Sorry. I didn’t really think about it when I talked about releasing the seal. Or like, I didn’t know enough about the situation.”

“Umu. It’s not really a big deal, but you would be on Inari-kami-sama’s servants’ bad list if it became well-known, so keep it to yourself.”

“Yes. I will keep your esteemed advice in mind.”

“But really, just what made you think of such a dangerous thing? Although it’s certainly true that Raijin-sama’s lightning could break the seal…”

Oh, that’s right.

“I saw it –er, heard about it in a dream just now.”

“Oh, I see… –tte! Wait! A dream? Or a vision?”

“I-I’m not sure. I don’t have [Oracle]… Anyway, I’m not sure what and who they were talking about. They were talking about seals in general, it felt like.”

“…I see.”

The voice fell silent. Then,

“No, this can’t be a coincidence. This is bad. I can’t imagine there’s another seal in this town that would require kami-level power to break.”

“Ah. I didn’t think about that.”

“Think about it! This is something that should be obvious for exorcists and invokers!”

“I’m just a normal high school guy!”

“A normal high school guy wouldn’t be talking to me!”

“That’s true!”

I can’t refute it!

Flash!

KABOOOOM!

“Ugh, that must have been close… The thunder occurred only a few seconds after the lightning…”

“… Come to think of it, it feels like it’s been coming closer and closer…”

Shoot! I forgot the park was close to my house!

Eh?! So the lightning is being drawn to the park?!

“Hey… this is…”

“… Yes. Even if we are being paranoid, this is…”

“Where do you think the person trying to break the seal would be?”

I kind of don’t want this town to go poof right after I moved in!

“They would have to be close to the target, so…”

“Then-! I will go-“

“NO! No, don’t approach the seal, the rock underneath the wisteria, or even the park at all! Even if you can stop the seal from being broken, do you have the confidence you can defeat someone who was challenging a seal a kami set?”

“N-no… that’s true…”

“Besides, they’re calling down Raijin-sama’s lightning, you know?! If THEY’RE not careful, they’ll be fried along with the seal! Just stay away and be prepared to run-”

KABBBBOOOM!

KKKKkkkkkkkkkrrraaack!

Ku-!

The ground shakes, and there’s a feeling like the entire world is splitting.

It’s so bad, I can’t remain standing.

Haa… what…

Guh!

My head is pounding, and a sound like rushing water fills my head.

“Wh-what… what just happened?”

I hear the sound of grinding teeth. It’s, the voice?

Just barely over the background noise, I can hear the voice, talking like it’s in pain.

“It … actually happened…!”

“You mean… the seal is broken?!”

“If… I can keep my sanity… at least…!”

“You can do it! Fight-o! Fight-o!”

“Gu… Guwhoaaaaaar-! No… Gaaar…!”

This, it doesn’t sound like it’s possible.

Every now and then the voice turns into a guttural growl.

“Guuuu – No, it’s… impossible. You! My name … is [Yamiyo-no-Fukahi-de-Tenmei-no-Hikari].”

That pointlessly illustrious sounding name hit something deep inside me, feeling like it resonated with my very soul. It can’t be…

“Wait. Is that your true name–“

“It’s useless in this… situation, when I lose my mind… but at least, calling it should stop my movements… for a moment.”

So take that opportunity to run, is that it? I’m having a really hard time hearing her, now. She’s talking really slowly, deliberating, and biting back the bestial undertone in her voice.

It hurts. You can tell she’s losing her sanity.

What can I do? Can I say anything that will bring her back?

As if to mock my sentiments, the sound that’s as deafening as a waterfall has gotten even louder, threatening to cover up her voice.

“… your name…?”

Eh? What did she say?

“What… name…?”

“K-kousei! My name is Kousei!”

I don’t know if it got across to her.

“Is… so? Kousei….thank…..for…”

The roaring become beyond deafening, and it reverberated painfully inside my head.

All I could see, for a moment, was white.

It couldn’t have been even a full minute, but I had gone unconscious

“Ugh… Hey. Hey! Hikari! Tenmei-no-Hikari-san!”

There is no response. There won’t be a response anymore.

Somehow, I want to scream, but my strength seems to have gone off somewhere.

What can I do?

I can’t do anything.

Slap!

“Shit! What’s with her?! Selfishly going off and deciding what she wants to do!”

Before I knew it, I was already outside.

Splash splash splash

“*Cough cough!”

Kkh!

The rain is so heavy, I can’t breathe!

“Haa…haa…”

I crouch down, pulling the jacket I had somehow remembered to grab up around my face.

Not now! This stupid trauma!

It’s okay. If I stand almost completely hunched over, I can still breathe. I won’t drown.

I squeeze my shoulders, where I can feel the phantom nails from my aunt’s hand biting down on them.

It’s okay. This is just a memory, a hallucination.

With my back into the wind and my face down, I can catch my breath.

Fuuu… … gk!

Ugh!

Now I’m cowering for another reason…

What is this pressure?!

Every ounce of my being wants to run away!

It’s truly the pressure of a predator who could devour the city.

What am I doing?

I’m not anywhere near the park, and that aura has me almost immobilized.

Am I crazy? What do I think I can do in this situation?

Against that… that monster…

Shit!

Even so!

Even though I just want to turn around and run, I can’t stop my legs from walking in that direction.

It’s wet, it’s cold, I can barely keep upright from the wind, the rain is just streaming down around me like a curtain, and it keeps bringing back old traumas.

Ahead of me is a terrifying pressure that requires me to fight through it with all my willpower, and even now, armed with her true name, there’s absolutely nothing I can do.

Even if she’s taken down with no casualties, or comes to herself immediately, she said she’d be killed.

There really, is absolutely nothing I can do for her.

Even so! Even if I can’t do anything, I feel like it’s my obligation to be there.

Even if it’s just to watch.

I have to be there.



         

    

Chapter 10: Honoka

“Oi oi oi… what’s’is, what’s’is? Are you joshin’ me? This ain’t right- *gehogeho* Augh, i’b swallowing wadder-! Gah, glub glub glub!”

“Keep that barrier up, Gakuto, or my heel’s going up your behind. Ugh, this rain…”

“Yer not even standin’ in it!”

A thin man, not looking unlike a drowned weasel, stood outside the park.

He could barely stand because of the rain and winds, and flinched at the distant thunder.

Inside, a woman with a dyed streak of pink hair in a long ponytail tapped her foot impatiently. Strangely, she wasn’t being rained on at all.

Strangely, nothing within the park was being rained on.

Above and around the park a barely visible, thin blue film was stretched out.

Both the man and the woman were wearing jackets that belonged to Tsunato’s crime scene investigation units.

“Tch. This is because you live too close to the park. WHY do WE have to be the ones to respond to this damn spectacle?”

The woman complained.

“An’ who… *geh, cough cough splutter* is just taken advantage of my apartment so you can drink your liver to death?!”

As they glared at each other, the man and woman noticed footsteps that sounded strangely clear on the sidewalk.

“Fufufu… it seems like Ooishi’s dogs are here already, Kei~.”

“Aruji, please watch your language.”

From out of the gloom, looking like she was just taking a walk in clear weather, was a colorless, large-bosomed woman followed by a man who looked like her attendant.

Over each of their heads was what seemed to be the top parts of umbrellas.

Strangely, no wind or rain blew underneath them.

“To be the first on the scene, goo~d work!”

The large-bosomed woman said.

“Geh. It’s the Witch.”

As she muttered that, the ponytail-ed woman made a clearly displeased face.

“Fufufu~ Even though you say tha~t, you guys are still in my de~bt! So what will you do?”

The ponytail-ed woman grimaced and looked sullenly to the side before she reluctantly reported,

“Aside from the target, there are two people inside. They smell like people from the Inari shrine.”

“Hm~ So it’s the doing of people from the shrine of Inari~ How unexpe~cted.”

“Oi, Witch, just so you know, we’d die if we went any further in. This situation is seriously bad shit.”

The pony-tailed woman wrinkled her brow and glared at the Witch, who had taken a step into the translucent, blue barrier.

“If ~I~ take care of it, I wonder how much you’d owe me~ is what I’d like to say, but as expected, this one is beyond me~.”

“Even so, Aruji, it won’t do to leave it.”

“Hm~ That’s true~. Kei, how long has it been since the lightning struck, and since the miasma spiked, ne~?”

“Five minutes since the miasma spiked. Nearing ten minutes since the lightning struck.”

“Hm~.”

Although she said it in a teasing tone, the Colorless Witch’s face darkened.

“I suppose we should go for a stroll in the park~. Kei, come.”

When the two – that is, the Witch and her assistant – had disappeared beneath the stormy, ominous wisteria, the man and woman left behind felt the tension go out of them.

“Damn, so they gonna actually fight ‘at thing?”

The man spluttered through the rain.

The woman snorted.

“Idiot. You feel that surge of spiritual power? Even the Witch can’t hope to defeat that thing. Whatever was lying sealed in that rock should’ve stayed sealed forever. The best she can hope to do is stall it, like what we’re doing.”

The man shivered.

“Like hell we can stall it! That thing, whatever it is, is gonna tear through my barrier like it’s tissue paper! What are we doing… we ain’t got a hope of a prayer of bein’ able to stay alive! ‘Contain the situation’ my ass!”

“I already know that! And to make it even worse, the soonest the Association will get mobilized will probably be another twenty minutes at the earliest.”

“Fuckin’ bureaucrats.”

Clenching their teeth and moving uneasily from side to side, the pair endured their fears and the pressure from the berserk power that threatened to swallow their town whole, unaware that on the opposite side of the park, a certain boy was about to enter.

————–

——-Kousei Side——-

“I don’t want to go, I have to, I don’t want to, I have to…”

Between gasps for breath and chattering teeth, I kept repeating these words over and over.

I’m dizzy, nauseous, and terrified, and the only thing keeping me sane was that mantra.

To be honest, after a bit I’ve forgotten what the words even mean.

The wind was harsh, the rain harsher, and it felt like the streetlights didn’t actually shed any light.

I don’t know how much time had passed, or, honestly, even what direction I went in. It was already difficult to keep from feeling like the earth and the sky had traded places, and that I was in the middle of the spin cycle of a washer.

Bang!

? ?!

The top of my head stung as I hit something, jolting me out of almost reaching a dark enlightenment.

“What… is this?”

The words slip out in my surprise and confusion.

I somehow reached the park, and in front of me are the wisteria’s blossoms. They’re eerily still, with a hint of violence and gloom.

How? When it’s hard just standing upright because of the wind…?

No, not that. What really surprised me is that all around the park there’s some kind of thin, blue-ish, transparent-ish shell.

Is it… dangerous?

I put my hand out, although it’s shaking from the weight of the rain and the winds, and touch it.

*puni puni*

It has an elastic feel to it; strange for something that gave me enough of a shock to wake me.

Can I… go through…?

Just when I think that, my hand sinks in, like pushing through jelly. Then my arm follows. Then my shoulder… my upper body…

GROSS!

It’s kind of what I’d imagine being eaten by a slime would feel like.

I can’t help shuddering a bit in disgust.

“Gk-!”

When I got through, a wave of bloodlust and a dark, unknown aura hits me.

Damn, it’s so heavy, it almost feels like it will push me right back through the blue shell thing.

I fell down, gagging a bit, but I got a bit used to it after a few moments.

Then I notice.

There’s no rain or wind, just a stagnant, heavy, violent air.

“What the fu…”

The sweet perfume of the wisteria that was gentle during the day feels violent and harsh. It clings to your face, threatening to suffocate you.

It’s like stepping into a jungle in southeast Asia, except instead of humidity it’s bloodlust and a sickeningly sweet scent.

SMACK!

I smack both of my hands against my cheeks.

“Hey, I decided this, so let’s do it.”

Somehow, just not having rain bearing down on me makes it easier to rouse my determination.

Stupid trauma.

The smack clears my head and I stand.

“Right. I already knew that this was stupid, but I made it here already, through the hardest part, so let’s go!”

Ruuuuumble, crash!

“Hiiiiii-!”

The sudden, violent noise and tremor in the ground scares me and I scream like a little girl.

“R-right, I guess she’s over… there?”

A-re-? How funny. My feet seem to be frozen to the ground.

Okay, shit, that’s terrifying. It kind of looked like someone dropped a bomb in the middle of the wisteria over there – and now I realize that there’s the violent sounds of battle.

“So… I need … to go over there?”

I suggested to my feet.

Eeeeeh… my legs are shaking a little…

“C-come on…”

I manage to persuade my feet to move, but the going’s slow.

Because it’s damn freaking terrifying over there!

Even so, I still want to see who Tenmei-no-Hikari looks like!

Stupid curiosity! It’s going to fry the cat on a tactical nuke!

Rustle SWOOSH

“…! Gya-!”

Something comes out from the darkness, brushing past the wisteria blossoms and breaking onto the path-!?

I couldn’t help the scream as I fall on my butt.

I’m not some hero in another world story, okay?! I’d run if I weren’t so damn terrified my legs didn’t work!

…Huh?

A man in a black suit and white tie appeared, brushing the loose petals from his shoulders.

This was that last thing I expected…!

He pauses a moment and looks at me in surprise.

A second of mutual surprise passed, and

“A-ra! Kei, why did you sto~p?”

A flirtatious female voice breaks through from behind him.

Who is this-?!

Is what I thought about saying, but it’s that weird, boing – er, I mean the colorless lady who interrupted the welcome ceremony at school.

It’s hard to forget about her.

She pauses in slight surprise when she sees me, then a slow smile crosses her face.

“Oh~? What’s this~? A lost little kitten, is it~?”

Uwah. The honeyed voice makes my skin crawl.

But somehow, it suits her!

“N-no, I’m just, uh…”

Work, brain!

“… I was just passing through…”

… the brain is out of order.

The woman had an amused look on her face.

“Lies~. What normal boy could have passed through Gakuto’s strongest barrier without noticing it?”

I have no response.

Inside I’m thinking, Heh? So that was a barrier…?

CRAAAAAAAASH!

“Uwaaah-!”

I yell as something is propelled at us, blasting the poles that held the weight of the wisteria’s branches up out of the way.

Metal poles, dust, and blossoms are being thrown our way!

“Tsk. Kei!”

“Yes, Aruji.”

“Gya!”

After giving the suit-man a command, the colorless woman dodged all the chaos as if she were dancing.

Me? The suit-man just picked me up and dodged it all for me.

In a princess carry…

I’ll never be able to get married… not! This isn’t the time for that tsukkomi!

What! Wh-wh-wh-what is THAT?!

Before our eyes, at the other end of this trail of destruction, the source of this … miasma, was it? … was visible in the aftermath of the destruction.

Pale gold shone on dark blue amidst the pale blossoms.

A gigantic, golden fox spirit with blank, unfocused eyes lets up a cry to the sky.

… That … is Tenmei-no-Hikari.

A six-tailed kitsune.

Without even caring about finding a target, that monster rampaged, shooting fire and destroying everything around it.

My blood runs cold.

What kind of monster was I talking to all this time? Why did I let myself be pulled in, feeling a close comradery, with something like THAT?!

I’m weak. I’m really weak. Being so scared and ready to run.

I know I’ll hate myself if I run.

But now that I see her, really, there’s nothing I can do.

Why did I even come?

“Oh my~ Fushimi-san, did you need help~?”

The colorless woman’s voice broke into my self-misery.

Um, hello?! Giant six-tailed fox that’s going to potentially destroy the town over there!

…Wait.

Eh?

Fushimi-san?

The scary priest from this afternoon?

I turn my head to look in the direction of the colorless woman, at the end of the trail of discussion, and something catches my eye.

Among the light lavender blossoms of the wisteria, almost grey in the night light, there was an unnatural, bright red.

Eh? Isn’t that the loli-miko? Yui-chan?

She’s lying on the ground, unconscious – dead?!

No… I don’t think so… let’s think she’s unconscious. I hope she’s just unconscious!

“Tch. The Witch.”

Fushimi-san’s sullen voice sounds and I look over.

Uwaaaaah. He’s a mess.

Covered in blood with his clothes in tatters and hair disarranged, he’s propping himself up on one knee, wincing a little.

“Hm… Tell me, Fushimi-san, you didn’t happen to have anything to do with this, hm~? Releasing that seal over there-”

“Breaking a seal by O-Inari-sama myself? Of course not.”

Fushimi-san grumpily says, cutting her off.

The woman stands there a moment.

“… So this was a seal set by Inari-kami. My my. Who could have broken such a thing~? Hm, but that means this is something Fushimi-san should be protecting? Ara? It’s curious how Fushimi-san was here so soo~n.”

Oh. I see. This colorless woman is trying to force Fushimi-san to explain why he’s here, and seeing what he has to do with the seal breaking.

Me too. I’m curious too, but I’m also pretty concerned about Yui-chan’s condition –

… Hm?

Yui-chan’s over there.

Hm?

I suddenly flash back to the dream I had just a while ago.

That was a young kid’s voice.

Hm?

A young girl’s voice?

Hm?

…!

I scramble out of the suit-man’s princess carry (T-T) and rush over to her.

“Hey, um, Yui-chan? Yui-chan!”

Thank god, she’s breathing, but is it just my imagination or is there a burning smell around her?!

Oh my god, don’t tell me she was hit with lightning directly from a kami!

That child’s voice I heard in my dream was hers!?

“Then, where is that man who gave her this bad idea?”

I mutter.

Swoosh.

“Uwa-!”

I fall over from the colorless woman, whose face was suddenly right in front of me.

When did she move?! She’s like some kind of horror movie spirit!

And how did you hear me?!

Her eyes, grey as they were, bore deep into me.

“What. Did you. Say?”

Eh? Eh? Where did your frivolous way of speaking go?

Strangely, this serious tone is making me feel more uneasy-!

I’m so surprised that I can’t get any words out of my mouth.

“What do you know?”

Saying that, the woman moved even closer.

“Th-that, no, I don’t know anything for sure-“

“So it was this girl. But someone put an idea into her head, hm~?”

I didn’t say anything! How did you-

The colorless woman stands, the coy look on her face still there, but her eyes were sharp and serious looking.

The suit-man spoke up.

“Aruji. Our priority should be the unsealed youkai –“

“Shut up. If THAT man is here, then it can become much worse.”

Cutting him off with a sharp tone, the woman turned away, scanning our surroundings.

Although it’s paths surrounded by the wisteria so that you couldn’t really see, but…

Or like, WHAT man? I didn’t tell you anything, though?

She’s completely making up her own version of the story, isn’t she?!

Already, the colorless woman has completely shut the rest of us out, only paying attention to the rest of our surroundings.

Um… big giant monster fox over there? Hello?! Shouldn’t stopping THAT be a priority?!

The suit-man gave a small, barely audible sigh, then bowed towards Fushimi-san.

“Please excuse us, Fushimi-san.”

… EH?!

In just a few seconds, the suit-man and the colorless woman had disappeared in the gloom under the wisteria.

I don’t really understand what just happened, but… you’re leaving us? Really?!

“… Selfish people. Just doing as they please.”

Fushimi-san startles me as he spit that out.

As I turn to look at him, he glares at me.

Uuu-! Please don’t be so angry!

“So you weren’t an ordinary boy after all. You have [Oracle]? [Sixth Sense]? No matter. Get Yui-san out of here, to the nearest hospital. Although she was warded, burns from “kaminari”(lightning) that truly contains “kami” is something that shouldn’t be ignored.”

“Y-yessir!”

I reflexively jump to it, but…

“…Eh? Wha-what about you?”

“This flimsy barrier won’t hold that monster. It’s already a miracle it didn’t immediately destroy everything. I don’t know why it hasn’t broken out of the park and killed everyone yet.”

Hey. That monster is my friend! And it’s not a miracle, she’s doing her best to not kill everyone, even if she did kind of lose her mind!

Even though I was just calling her a monster earlier, somehow it bugs me when someone else does it.

Fushimi-san stands unsteadily.

“… Are you going to go in that condition?”

“I have to stall it at least until the Association arrives. Though it’s questionable whether I can. However, it’s the duty of the head priest of the shrine of O-Inari-sama. And it’s worrying that the youkai’s rampaging is getting worse.”

Ah, yeah, I can see that. Ooooh, look at the fire… Thank god for the barrier, or I think part of the town would be awash in a sea of fire… eh?! That’s not a crack, is it?!

I’m suddenly aware that Fushimi-san is staring hard at me. He frowns and says,

“Why, were you going to do something?”

I shake my head so hard I feel like I have motion sickness.

Nononono. Noooo, you go right on ahead and fight the six-tailed kitsune…!

With a soft snort, Fushimi-san then proceeds to ignore me, walking resolutely towards the sea of fire.

I wonder if it’s my imagination that he seems to be pale and shaking a little.

I wouldn’t blame him if that’s the case.

… What’s the “Association”?

Whatever.

I push those thoughts out of my head and bend back over Yui-chan, rolling her over a little so I can try to piggy-back her.

“Hah-!”

I can’t help but gasp.

Although it’s not raw, burnt flesh, there’s clearly something like a burn mark down the left side of her face.

Poor girl. I hope it will go away.

Haa… It really was Yui-chan who was tricked into releasing the seal… and I suppose Fushimi-san came to stop her? Although it was male, that other voice in my dream was clearly not Fushimi-san’s voice.

If I think about it logically, un. Fushimi-san probably saw Yui-chan and got suspicious or something and followed her, or figured it out and tried to stop her.

I somehow manage to get Yui-chan’s limp body on my back, but then I realize…

… Where is the hospital?

Eh? Huh? Ah, this is something I should have looked up as soon as we moved!!!

As I hesitate,

Bang!

Whoosh! 

Kaboooom!

Sounds that should only exist in a manga sounded from the direction that Fushimi-san disappeared in.

Eh… it was just a few minutes, and yet the kitsune – no, Tenmei-no-Hikari and Fushimi-san had disappeared from my field of view.

Although it’s easy to tell where they had gone, since the fighting was so intense.

Fushimi-san, don’t die!

crrrRRAAASH!

“GWAH!”

Before I could even move to leave, once again a humanoid shape flew out of nowhere, past me and into a tree, narrowly missing me and Yui-chan.

“*Cough cough* What, you haven’t left yet…? Go-!”

Spitting blood, Fushimi-san stood up again.

Nonono, you shouldn’t worry about us-! How are you standing back up –

Zuwa.

The hair on the back of my neck is standing up.

Slowly, creakily, I turn my head –

-and come face to face with Tenmei-no-Hikari.

Wild eyes, sharp fangs, and a dark aura that freezes you in place.

“A-aaaaah…”

I can’t even muster the strength to scream.

I can only collapse in fear.

It – she opens her mouth, all of those teeth, glistening. This is the end…

Suddenly, something like a magical formation appears beneath us.

“Tch. Harae tamae, kiyome tamae. As the kannushi of the shrine of O-Inari, sinner steeped in impurities, I speak out O-Inari’s verdict. Be bound once more and slumber in this land. Kyu kyu nyo ri – ku-!”

Fushimi-san almost bites his tongue as he dodges the sharp, outstretched claws.

The formation disintegrates immediately.

A-aaah… somehow, it went after him… I grab Yui-chan, not even caring to be gentle, and crawl away as fast as I can.

Fushimi-san’s figure was the most noble thing I have ever seen in both lives!

I thank you with all my heart, Fushimi-sama! Thank you, Fushimi-sama!

He glared hard at the kitsune, though he himself was trembling from the miasma that surrounded Tenmei-no-Hikari, and said,

“So I must thoroughly immobilize you first. So be it! Warriors, fight as one! Rin! Pyou! Tou! Shaa! Kai! Jin! Retsu! Zai! Zen!”

With his right hand, Fushimi-san cut a kuji, the ‘net’ flying out to inflict 9 slashes.

Although I have seen other spiritual practitioners perform this (although it was attempts to “purify” me), there is clearly a power in Fushimi-san’s voice that not very many had held.

Even so, Tenmei-no-Hikari dodged it, but as if he expected that, Fushimi-san threw an ofuda seal with his left hand and it struck her on her leg.

Baaaa-!

Paper streamers and rope exploded from the seal. A shimenawa-?

The sacred rope wrapped itself around Tenmei-no-Hikari, trussing her down to the ground.

Breathing heavily, Fushimi-san winced as he stood before her, and once again, with a raspy tone, he said,

“Harae tamae, kiyome tamae … Haa… haa… *cough* …  As the kannushi of the shrine of O-Inari, sinner steeped in impurities – ”

Guuuuu…. GUOOOOOOOH!

With an unearthly yowl, Tenmei-no-Hikari broke the sacred rope as if it was tissue paper and fire lit up inside her mouth.

“Tsu-! Wall of protection, arise!”

Throwing another ofuda down, Fushimi-san barely got the words out when a transparent something shot up.

At the same time, he was engulfed in flames.

Eh? EH?!

Fushimi-san!

When the flames and smoke cleared away, he seemed unhurt, or at least not on fire, but he was lying limp on the ground.

Shit!

What should I do? He’ll be killed –

Just when I was panicking, suddenly the kitsune turned its face and its mad eyes towards me.

N-no… why is it coming over here?

Why didn’t I run when I had the chance?

Why are my legs turned to jelly right now?!

Ah… what… what am I supposed to do…?

Fushimi-san, Yui-chan, and me, what can I do to save us …

Suddenly, staring into the kitsune’s eyes, I remember.

[You! My name is …]

That’s right.

I’ve forgotten in the terror, but she doesn’t want this. She doesn’t want to kill anyone.

That’s why I came here.

I came because I have THAT!

“Y-Yamiyo-no-Fukahi-de-Tenmei-no-Hikari! Stop!”

Freeze

The effect was instantaneous. Tenmei-no-Hikari stopped mid-step, a blank look on her face (as blank as a monster fox’s face can look, anyway).

It worked! It worked…

“*cough cough* Ugh…”

I was hoping to just call her name continuously to keep her frozen, but it doesn’t seem like that will be possible.

When I yelled her full name, it felt like something went out of me.

Ugh…

So this is a true name.

It’s practically a spell in its own right. I can probably only manage to say it a few more times before I won’t be able to invoke the full effect.

So then, time is of the essence, but…!

“F-fushimi-san! Fushimi-san! Wake up, please!”

I ran over to where Fushimi-san is lying on the ground.

No good.

There’s a small trickle of blood running down the side of his face.

Shit! He hit his head!

What do I do? I’m afraid to even shake him in an attempt to wake him up.

Guuuuurooooh!

Tenmei-no-Hikari is already snapping out of it?

Kousei-san, think fast! Don’t just stand there staring!

Even though my brain has stopped working, my body jumps into action.

This rough thing in my hand… the sacred rope!

Eh?

EEEEH?!

Kousei-body, are you serious about this?

Please consult Kousei-brain before making important, life-threatening decisions!

The six-tailed kitsune is attacking agaaaaaain!

“Yamiyo-no-Fukahi-de-Tenmai-no-Hikari! Stop!”

Again she freezes, but this time her eyes glaring with madness are roving all over, blindly seeking out whoever it is that keeps doing this to her.

Sorry! It’s me!

Uh… what do I say … Fushimi-san’s spellthing… it was … something about being the spokesperson of Inari-sama…

… Right.

Screw it!

I take a deep breath and put everything I have into it.

“Yamiyo-no-Fukahi-de-Tenmai-no-Hikari! [BE BOUND]!”

Let’s go back to how it was before.

I’m scared, you’re terrifying, and I just want to run, but…

… although I didn’t know you all that well or all that long, I want to talk more with you.

I want you to listen to me.

I don’t want you to die.

Why? I don’t know myself.

It doesn’t matter. Let’s go back.

Suddenly, my vision is dyed red.

Wh-what-!?

“GYAAA!”

I have a vague feeling that the shimenawa has disintegrated in my grasp, but there’s something overflowing within me.

I feel like I’m going to lose my mind-!

I want to just… lash out to get rid of this pain, but I grit my teeth, trying to bear it.

… No, it’s too much… I can’t help but scream.

“AAAAURGH-!”

…

How long was I like that?

I don’t know.

When I finally collapse to the ground, I’m breathing heavily.

“What… what just happened…? Ah, Tenmei-no-Hikari!”

What happened to her?!

The moment I look up, I see long, white legs and dainty feet.

…

…Huh?

My brain stopped working for a second.

A slender beauty stood before me.

…

…Un. Two fox ears are on her head. They twitch a little and look pretty soft.

Six foxtails are at her back. Un. They sway on their own and look really fluffy.

…

…This… this is Tenmei-no-Hikari, isn’t it?

I don’t even know how to feel about how this template appeared.

Like, surprise, or shock, or … “Oh, so it’s like this.”

Ah. She looks exhausted, but a kind of mischievous, slightly arrogant smirk spreads across her face.

Yeah, although I didn’t know what she looked like, that’s the look I imagined her having when she was talking to me.

A flood of overwhelming feelings rush through me when I see it.

Relief and exhaustion … and a strange joy.

Even though I have never seen it, I was afraid that I’d never see it again.

Before I knew it, tears slowly fall from my eyes.

“Hahaha… so that’s how it is.”

I can’t help the soft laugh that spilled out of me.

She laughs in response.

“Fufufu… that’s how it is.”

“Hahaha.”

“Kukuku.”

“Ahahaha!”

“Kahahaha!”

We laugh like idiots in the middle of this scene of former chaos.

When we finally wore ourselves out laughing, Tenmei-no-Hikari knelt down in front of me.

“I will discard my old name and take a new one. So? What name will you give me?”

“…Huh? What do you mean?”

I don’t understand.

“I had a name in the past that hid my true name. That is no longer my name. So what name will you give me?”

I stare at her.

“… I have to?”

“Hm… you reached out to me. Take some responsibility!”

She said with a smirk.

“You started it all first!”

She says nothing in reply, but that look of amusement and expectation says it all.

In the pale moonlight … ah, when did the storm stop?… her hair glistens, and the soft breeze that has begun to blow tousles her long, golden-brown hair.

Wisteria blossoms drift on the breeze as well, and the oppressive, heavy scent has become light and refreshing.

“…Honoka.”

I say.

“… Ass. Are you trying to rub my past mistakes in my face?”

“…! Shit! I didn’t  – I was thinking heads of wheat, not heads of rice!”

(Honoka – heads of grain+scent)1

Ah. She’s actually laughing, not trembling with anger.

“So be it! I will accept it.”

“…Is that really ok?”

I can’t help but ask. I mean, it does almost sound like I’m being mean…

“Yes.”

Eh… why is she getting closer…?

Like a fool, I was kind of expecting… No, well, I knew better, but still, moving your face in so close will give me some kind of expectations.

Instead of touching lips, she bent down and touched her forehead to mine.

…EH!

A light flashed between us.

? !?

She leaned back with a soft smile and said,

“Then it is completed.”

… Heh?

What is?

Before I can ask, Tenm – Honoka collapsed onto me.

“Ah! Hey, are you okay?!”

“… nn.”

Don’t scare me like that!

“Fool.”

…Eh?

That soft word came out of her lips.

“Hey, that’s-“

As I protest, she wiggles around so she could look up at my face.

“I explicitly told you to run, and what do you do?”

“No, somehow I –“

“Coming out here was suicidal.”

“W-well… no, I mean, yes, but –“

“Idiot.”

“H-hang on!”

“No-brained fool. Reckless idiot. Foolish … problem child. Stu…pid Kou…sei… … ..”

“… Honoka?”

Arara. She fell asleep.

She was really tired.

Me too…

It’s a little surreal.

All that violence and terror, and now it was perfectly peaceful. Ignoring the scorched earth.

Also surreal are the fluffy ears and six fluffy tails Honoka has …

…

… There is a naked woman asleep in my lap.

Yeah, she was a giant fox monster destroying everything in sight just a little while ago, but right now, she’s an attractive woman with lithe limbs and skin that glows almost white in the moonlight.

I can’t blame this on puberty. Any guy would be hard-pressed to keep cool in this situation!

Uh… I can’t let anyone see me – I mean, her – like this.

…Oh.

I suddenly remember her telling me about her death sentence.

Shit.

I really can’t let anyone see her.

Although it would have been better if I had re-sealed her in the rock…  not that I really know how.

But I can’t just leave Fushimi-san and Yui-chan –

“Over there is where the spiritual energy spiked.”

“Move cautiously! We don’t know what we’re dealing with!”

Crap!

Although they’re in the distance, I hear voices and people approaching.

I rush to pick up Honoka.

Heavy!

But it can’t be helped!

Thankful for the cover of the wisteria, I stumble off into the night, leaving Fushimi-san and Yui-chan to people who (hopefully) have a better idea of where the hospital is.

Shifting Honoka in my arms, I hurry off.

Back towards home.



    




	穂香. Honoka can be represented many ways, and especially for fictional characters the kanji can get pretty obscure, but the most common is “heads of grain”+”scent” or “heads of grain+flower”. Either way, it’s not unreasonable (hopefully) for Honoka to comment on it, given her connection to a ruined rice paddy.



<A/n: Uh… It’s quite long, but there was no good stopping point.

I hope Kousei didn’t come off as a complete wuss. He was all over the place, even for me… It’s kind of interesting to note where he calls Honoka by “Tenmei-no-Hikari” and “her”, versus where he calls her “the kitsune” and “it”. He was fighting hard to see her as his friend instead of a monster.>

      

Chapter 11: Aftermath of the Broken Seal Incident

There was a man sitting amidst the wisteria, perched on top of one of the wisteria’s supporting poles.

Although the poles didn’t look like they could hold anything more than a songbird.

Cloaked in dark, black clothes and wearing a white oni mask, everything about him screamed “suspicious”.

With a deep voice he sighed, then chuckled.

“Kakaka. What a marvelous sight. A sea of flames!”

He said imperiously, spreading his arms wide in sheer rapture.

Sssssszk-!

Just as he’d fully spread them out there was a sound that cut through the air.

The suspicious man; his mask and body, were sliced through into many pieces.

Flutter flutter flutter.

Suspended for mere milliseconds after they were cut, the pieces fluttered down amongst the wisteria blossoms.

Perched atop the wisteria’s supporting structure, watching, was the colorless woman. She smiled a grim smile as the pieces fell.

At that moment her assistant landed lightly atop the pole the suspicious man had been perched on.

On his hands were black gloves.

Each finger of the glove of his right hand was connected to the corresponding finger of the glove of his left hand with a length of thin, flexible wire.

The way he held it in front of him gave no question as to what it was that cut the suspicious man into many pieces.

But neither the colorless woman nor her assistant were minding the pieces that were, while spurting no blood, falling. Their eyes were glaring at the jewel-like orb that was glowing an ominous, sickly purple, floating in front of them after it was sliced out of the suspicious man’s oni-mask.

“Oh my. A face I haven’t seen in a little while. If it isn’t Nagi-chan and her little Kei-chan. Ah, Nagi-chan is known as the Colorless Witch now, are you not? Fufu, you’ve gotten quite the illustrious name for yourself.”

The voice that was emitted from was the orb was different from the deep, raspy voice the suspicious man had spoken with. It was man’s voice with a mellow with a refined tone.

It also sounded a bit hollow, as if the speaker was at the other end of a long, concrete tunnel.

The colorless woman, that is, Nagi, narrowed her eyes, saying,

“It would have been better if the little while was longer still. Don’t think everything will go according to your schemes, Puppeteer.”

“Won’t you call me Hiroyuki-nii like before?”

“Your jokes aren’t particularly funny.”

“Ufufu. Maa, it’s not like everything is going according to my plans. It was surprising that the sealed spirit resisted its berserk impulses at first. It has thrown my schedule off by quite a few minutes.”

Nagi glanced at the scene of violence raging down below them.

It was true. The town would have already begun to burn if something hadn’t delayed that monstrous six-tailed fox. But even after finding out just what that something was, it wasn’t like Nagi felt particularly comforted.

Switching her gaze back to glare at the orb, Nagi spat out,

“… Just exactly what are you trying to do, setting Tsunatou ablaze?”

“Now I wonder…-“

KABOOM!

KSSSHAAAA!

Nagi and her assistant Kei flinched at the sudden, unnatural sounding explosion. The harsh, grating whooshing sound made them wince even more.

Looking over, they saw a pillar of light erupted from amidst the dense wisteria blossoms, blowing strands of flowers and supporting structure upwards.

It blasted through the barrier around the park, shattering it, and even dispersed the clouds above.

The sheer violence and awe-inspiring power that had suddenly manifested shocked them all into silence, even the Puppeteer and his voice piece.

Several minutes went by before they could comprehend what was going on, and just as suddenly the power dispersed, leaving no trace of what had occurred, from what they could see.

There was no more fire, no more sounds of battle, and no more six-tailed kitsune in sight.

Even the rain had stopped.

Silence passed by in the silvery moonlight as everyone struggled to understand what just happened.

And then, although she didn’t know what had happened, Nagi let a sneer cross her face.

“It seems like your plans have been ruined.”

There was nothing from the crystal for a moment as the Puppeteer collected his thoughts together.

“Hm. It is a shame that the side benefits didn’t occur as well, but I must apologize. Your assumption is unfounded, since my main goal has already been accomplished.”

Nagi’s expression became stormy in an instant.

“You… what…”

“Ufufu. I wonder what the Association will think of Tsunatou’s Inari Shrine after this.”

Kzzk-!

Something glistened as Nagi swung a hand towards the glowing orb in rage.

With a twinkling sound the orb shattered into many pieces.

“Keh.”

Nagi spat at the shards angrily.

Her blood boiled with fury.

—

At around that time, in a different location far from the Colorless Witch and the Puppeteer, Daiki-san was hurrying home.

It was such a violent storm, and then reports that lightning hit near the house… he was anxious.

Even though it was the dark, early hours of the morning, he didn’t wait until a decent hour to set out.

He couldn’t sleep anyway, so when the storm cleared with a violent rumbling he set out from the police department immediately. His moped was … un. It was better not to risk taking the flooded thing. Aaah… he’ll have to check it and file an insurance claim…

In the end, he was half-running towards his new home.

A bit winded, Daiki-san rounded the backyard as soon as he reached the house and heaved a sigh of relief when he saw that the storm doors had held.

There was still a light on inside… was Kousei-kun unable to sleep without one? Daiki-san chuckled at his imagination.

Probably not. It’s in the living room anyway. Kousei probably just forgot to turn it off. Maybe there had been a power outage and he just didn’t notice it was still on.

With a small sigh, Daiki-san unlocked the front door and walked in.

…Nn?

The entryway is completely sopping wet.

No way… Kousei-kun couldn’t have gone out in the middle of that storm…?

Feeling a small panic welling up, Daiki-san quickly cast off his shoes and walked further into the house.

Looking into the living room, he spotted Kousei sleeping peacefully on the couch, and a feeling of relief washed over him.

At the same time, he was struck with a feeling of shock.

Because sitting in a relaxed seiza in front of the couch, looking down at Kousei was a girl.

Third year in high school, or a younger college student?

That’s the kind of age she looked like.

Her hair was a light color –dyed? – and for a second…

Daiki-san rubbed his eyes. He thought he saw something on her head and at her rear, but maybe his eyes were just playing tricks on him.

No, more importantly, what kind of state of dress is thaaaat?!

That T-shirt and no pants… whaaaaat?!

Without a hint of surprise, the girl turned her head and looked at Daiki-san.

With a coy smile, she tilted her head and placed a finger to her lips.

Her mouth formed a single syllable.

Ssh.

Daiki-san was dumbfounded.

————–

——-Kousei Side——-

…Nn.

I just fell asleep…

Shit. Fine.

I crack open my sore, weary eyes and search for the sound that had just woken me up.

Eh… Daiki-san is home? What the. It was fine if you just came home tomorrow, you know?

He’s such a worrywart~.

…

…

Eh.

EH?!

Wh-wh-wha-

No, take a deep breath.

I rewind my mental VCR and think hard.

Let’s see, I got home, pulled a T-shirt on Honoka, left her in my bed, then thought about eating something easy for dinner, but fell asleep on the couch.

With the current situation, it seems like Honoka woke up and was watching me sleep.

A little creepy, but that’s fine. It makes sense.

Then Daiki-san, worried about me and the house, started running home as soon as the storm stopped (probably) and just walked in (probably).

Right, ok. I get it.

Un.

I understand the situation. I understand the situation, but….

Daiki-san just walked in on me with a girl with no pants on in the living room late at night with no one else home.

NOOOOT GOOOOOOD!

“…I can explain.”

Crap, that no-good, sleazy-guy statement just slid right out of my mouth before I can stop it.

I mean, when someone says “I can explain”, he usually can’t!

Although that’s true in this situation as well for me as well!

I’m seriously struggling to come up with something here!

While I’m panicking, Honoka calmly makes a formal turn in seiza, sitting perfectly straight, then gracefully bows.

“Father, I will be in your care.”1

… eh.

WHAT IS SHE DOING.

Daiki-san’s eyes have turned into tiny dots!

Of course I’m going to panic from this!

“Uwah! Don’t make this situation worse!”

“Eeeh~? But doesn’t it feel like that’s where the mood was going?”

“You don’t need to worry about the mood!”

“Nono, don’t they say that, if there’s a mood to follow, it’s always better to follow it?”

“Don’t learn useless things! And why aren’t you wearing anything down there?!”

“Eh… because I didn’t have anything worth wearing. Even this garment is yours, right?”

“Then just take whatever you can find from my room! Just put something on!”

“Oh? Oh? Is this ‘youth’?”

This infuriating fox!

…

Uwoooah!

I just did a manzai-comedy routine in front of Daiki-san!

Craaaaap!

I steal a glance over at him.

He’s just standing there,.

You can tell the wheels are still turning; he’s still not sure what to think of the situation.

I’m not sure what to think about the situation.

Even so, I still have to try to explain it.

“U-uh… this is Honoka. I… picked her up?”

“Hi hi, I’m Honoka! Kousei picked me up off the streets since I was homeless and it was raining. Sorry for my appearance, everything I had is unwearable now.”

Well yeah. Since whatever you wore before you got sealed has probably disintegrated a long time ago.

But, ok, we’ll go along with that story of you being homeless.

To be honest, I’m beginning to lose my touch on reality.

Hahaha… what is believable anymore…?

Thankfully, that seemed to appease Daiki-san, and he finally moved a little.

“I see… so this isn’t…”

He said.

“No!”

I yelled, but Honoka just went,

“Hahaha! No way, no way. Impossible.”

… Well thanks.

I give her a kind of dirty look.

Daiki-san sighed.

“I see. I still don’t really understand the situation, but it seems like the two of you were out in the storm. Take turns and warm up with the bath, and then we’ll talk.”

Right when he said that, Daiki-san’s stomach growled loudly.

“…Daiki-san, did you not eat dinner?”

“I did, but that was a while ago…”

Ah, he’s embarrassed.

Well, I’m used to hearing him get up at night and rummage through the fridge sometimes, so it’s not really anything you need to act shocked about, Daiki-san.

“…I could… make dinner. I forgot to eat in the chaos earlier too.”

Although it’s already 1 am.

Well, today, or yesterday, was special in many ways, so I guess I shouldn’t mind it.

While I filled the tub, I instructed Honoka how to use the body wash, shampoo, and conditioner.

Since she’s pretty smart, that took about 15 seconds.

And now…

…Uuu…

Daiki-san, sitting at the table like that is really imposing…

He’s sitting at the table, arms crossed with a frown on his face.

Seriously, what am I supposed to tell him?

‘Teehee, I picked up this older girl, can she live with us?’

Mou-! If only Honoka was in an animal form or something!

She’s a youkai, right? She’s a kitsune, right?

Then why didn’t she transform into a fox or something?!

I’ll admit that Honoka probably won’t be the type who’d be satisfied with being treated like a pet, though.

“… I won’t say anything about your taste in girls, but there’s a limit to how much aid someone feels is polite to accept. For all you know, she could just be after your father’s money – … you’re giving me a look like you really don’t think it’s possible, huh?”

Well, yeah.

“I mean, even if my father is rich, it’s not like we really see much of that… although the house and the appliances are kind of exceptions, I guess…”

Don’t worry, they really are exceptions. If you don’t bother him, he’ll forget that we exist in a week.

Daiki-san sighed.

“Even if it wasn’t money she was after, girls, well, people in general who’d accept this much help from a stranger without even batting an eye can’t be well bred.”

“…She told me to go away at first, though. And I talked to her around town everyday since we moved in…”

Daiki-san lightly smacked the kitchen table.

“When was this! How long have you been seeing her?! Father won’t allow it!”

“When were you my father?! Am I your sheltered, unwed daughter or something?!”

Oops, that totally just slipped out. I cover my mouth too late.

“…Well, seriously though. I understand taking her in for the night, especially on a night like this, but you aren’t seriously considering letting her stay long-term, are you? This isn’t something you should decide on a whim, you know? You’ve only known her 3, 4 days at most. I can’t say that would give you the best grasp of her character.”

I avert my eyes.

I mean, Honoka doesn’t really have anywhere else to go…

And who said 4 days wasn’t enough to understand her character? Do you have any idea of what happened in these 4 days?!

Of course I can’t say that, so I just sit there, my mouth pressed tightly together and cheeks puffed out a little in discontentment.

“…Well, I can’t deny that she’s gotten you to loosen up more than I’ve been able too. So that’s why you’ve been making tsukkomis recently. Tsk.”

Eh. Jealousy?!

“What is it, what is it? The two of you talking about me behind my back~?”

“Uwah!”

Honoka put on a cutesy anime voice and propped her elbows on my shoulders, scaring me.

“Of course we are, since you’re suspicious.”

I said, half-glaring at her.

“Ehhh how mean~”

“No, isn’t it obvious? Why are you acting like you’re insulted?”

“Fufufu, Kousei can already see through a woman’s act. I’m touched.”

“What the heck do you mean by that?! AaaAh, you didn’t dry your hair properly. Did you use the dryer?”

“Eh? No… which thing was it?”

I roughly rub her hair with the towel she had draped around her shoulders.

Ah.

I glance over at Daiki-san.

He’s looking over, like he’s half surprised but half come to terms with things.

Though exactly what he came to terms with, I’m not sure.

“…Daiki-san, I think, instead of opening up to her, she just irritates me so I have to say something.”

“…Well, that’s a type of fated relationship too…”

Honoka just laughs as she hangs off of me.

After a bit she asks,

“Hm… by the way, what are you making?”

“That’s… hamburg steak.”

Oooh, she’s drooling, she’s drooling.

Hahaha! I’m super smart after all!

See, this is Honoka’s first meal in 2000 years. She’s only been able to hear about food, and so I thought looong and hard about what food is well known for being a popular family dinner.

Chicken curry was my first idea, but the necessary time to simmer the stew is… un. Not possible.

My second idea was inari-zushi, but making the vinegar rice… fresh, fluffy, well cooked rice is necessary, so also impossible.

On the other hand, hamburg’s most time-consuming part is preparing the ingredients.

As for those ingredients…

Toktoktoktok

Sizzle sizzle

Un. The onions are a bit burnt because I had it at a higher heat, but a slight charred flavor also has its charm. A more rustic flavor for the sauce would be good… Alright. Everything’s in the bowl.

“I’m going to take a bath, but if you two could finish the preparations, it won’t take too long after I finish before it’s served.

It’s a little upsetting, but now is the time to use the quick-cook setting on the rice cooker. Even though the taste will suffer. Really, it can’t be helped. Even though the taste will suffer.

Daiki-san freaks out a little.

“Huh?! But there’s no way we can make hamburger steaks as good as yours-!”

“…Saying that even though you don’t know anything about Honoka…”

I say.

Well, he’s right though. I don’t think 2000 years of suspended animation(?) helps your culinary abilities.

I sigh.

“This is why people who don’t cook are… If I prepare the ingredients, even a kid can help mix it all together and make patties that taste really good.”

Seriously. If you don’t freak out and just break everything into easy steps, you might not cook restaurant quality food, but it will be edible and taste more or less right. But people who can’t cook just freak out and refuse to even read a recipe. It’s really easy to graduate from a non-cooking life, you know?

Although I was a non-cook who was like that in a previous life…

By the way, it’s not like my hamburg steak is super tasty compared to others, although I do think I fry them better than most, probably. It’s just, I alter the taste depending on if we’re eating it with sauce, stewed with tomatoes, if I’m adding green peppers, etc. I think most people just make the same, basic hamburg and then eat it however they want, so it can’t be helped that Daiki-san likes mine better, since I pay attention to how the flavors all blend together.

Oh, and I use butter to fry the onions, so it has a richer taste. Daiki-san is a guy who likes umami best, I think. I always make rolled eggs with dashi and only a little bit of sugar for him.2

“Anyway, you only have to shape the patties, and keep an eye on this sauce.”

I mold together a patty, slap it from hand to hand to drive out the air, then show them.

“Like this. It’s like molding clay.”

“… And what if the sauce catches fire?”

“… … Then… put it out?”

“Isn’t it bad to put out cooking fires with water?!”

That’s oil fires.

Daiki-san is the type that has a phobia about being in the kitchen, h-uh?

“…Then use the fire extinguisher. Or baking soda.”

Seriously, Daiki-san. I’m only going to take 15, 20 minutes at most in the bath.

What do you think is going to happen in that short amount of time?

The heat is at the lowest setting, too.

Although I would also have misgivings about leaving a gas stove lit for that long if nobody was watching it, I really don’t think it’s something you have to freak out this much about.

Haaah.

I don’t really try to calm Daiki-san down. It’s already 1:20 am, you know?

I’m kind of … really, really tired.

In the bathroom I take off the damp clothes I was wearing.

Although I had changed when I came in, I didn’t thoroughly towel off so these clothes are also kind of wet.

I see the T-shirt I lent Honoka sitting in the clothes basket.

Right now, Honoka is wearing some clothes that I had bought after the move but hadn’t worn yet. Which is good, because that includes some boxer shorts. I don’t know what I would have done if we didn’t have any brand new clothes…

We’ll have to shop for women’s underwear at least.

The gloomy aura that seems to be hanging over me at the thought of it is just your imagination, I’m sure.

————–

After Kousei entered the bathroom, there was only the sound of Honoka and Daiki-san, slapping the hamburg steaks between their hands.

Slap slap slap

It was an awkward silence, at least from Daiki-san’s side.

To be honest, he had suspected that Kousei had been forcing himself to act “properly” all his life, but he had thought that it would take a lot of work to pry his true personality out of his shell.

But then, here came a girl and dragged him out of it in no time at all.

It’s not really like Daiki-san was feeling bitter about it or anything. No, it was definitely good that Kousei wasn’t acting so reserved. If anything, Daiki-san wished Kousei would stop looking like he was caught doing something wrong every time he said something.

But you know… having a girl change him is kind of…

Even though Kousei and this girl said it wasn’t like that, if they started going out but then broke up, or if she really did turn out to be the kind of person that took advantage of other people… well.

Any progress made would definitely be set back if she did that kind of betrayal.

Not that Daiki-san knew enough about her to say she’d definitely betray Kousei, but it’s still a worry.

“ – shed.”

“-! Huh?”

“You’re smashing it, you know.”

With a light-hearted tone, the girl in front of him nodded at his hands with a slight smirk of amusement.

“Oh!”

Daiki-san looked down and it was true. He had unconsciously smashed his hamburg into a mess.

Honoka laughed.

She placed her finished hamburg on the plate and said,

“You don’t need to be that worried about things… well even if I say that, I’m totally suspicious, right?”

Daiki-san sighed.

“Well, suspicious or whatever, I don’t know anything about you.”

“Yeah, it’s totally normal to worry about it. Conversely, if you didn’t worry, I’d be concerned about your abilities as a guardian, I think.”

“… Well, thank you, I guess?”

Daiki-san was a little confused, but he could tell that she was honestly just saying what she was thinking. It was just his intuition, but his intuition was rarely wrong when it came to a person’s character.

There was a reason he had gotten by in criminal investigation despite being unfortunate when it came to data analysis and putting a case together.

Although, even if his intuition is like that, just like in the office, if you can’t back it up with evidence it’s useless.

And so he was still going to be cautious of her.

As they finished off the rest of the meat mixture into hamburgs, some (Daiki-san’s) looking more misshapen than the others, Daiki-san discretely looked the girl over.

Long, silky, golden brown hair. A slim body with long limbs. Narrow eyes, a small nose, and a slim face.

She had the air of an older lady, but the mischievous smirk she seemed to always have also made her feel younger.

To be honest, just by appearance Daiki-san would say she was just out of high school. But there was also an ancient feel to her.

Truly a mysterious woman, made even more suspicious because her appearance was so striking.

For some reason, Daiki-san thought, ‘black widow.’

The unworldy appearance and bearing of a dangerous woman who hunted men. Like a spirit or youkai that tricked men and lured them away to their doom.

…Why did he think that? Daiki-san frowned a little.

“Hm… Daiki-san. Do you believe in youkai?”

Honoka suddenly spoke up, raising her eyes to meet his with that slow, bewitchingly eerie smile.

Daiki-san froze.

The question was so completely unexpected, yet had been exactly what he was thinking about. His blood went cold.

“That is…”

Daiki-san didn’t think they DIDN’T exist.

Previously, because he had never experienced anything like youkai before, because most people had never experienced anything like youkai before, it was common knowledge to just assume that youkai were myths made up by people long ago.

In college, though, a new theory was popular among the young and many researchers, so he revised his thinking to embrace the idea that youkai were creatures that did exist, but that they had gone extinct long ago.

But now, having met Kousei and taken to being his unofficial guardian, Daiki-san had begun to think that the reason hardly anyone saw youkai was simply because less and less people had “spiritual” based Blessings. (In common society, though, this is a more unpopular belief that’s often whispered as a rumor, so Daiki-san tended to keep his thoughts on this to himself.)

Did he believe in youkai?

Yes.

Did he believe they’d impact his life?

… Not really. Outside of Kousei’s odd behaviors, anyway.

“Hm…”

Daiki-san felt the hair on the back of his neck stand up at the unknown meaning behind her “hm…” and what she said next made him shiver.

“It would be better if you were the type who considered them.”



      



<a/n: … Another long one? Weird.

And now “Cursed” is going to take a little longer to update. It’s not going on hiatus, but my short attention span for obsessing over any one thing has hit its limit, so Cursed will not be updated every blog update like it has been.>


	This is a kind of a formal “intention of marriage” that a fiancee/girlfriend would make, insinuating the intent to be taken into the family. It also insinuates a lot of other things, especially in this case, where it’s kind of like… subtly admitting that they “clinched” the deal. Which they didn’t, but … Honoka.

	FOOD:

Hamburg – it’s translated into a lot of different things, like hamburger steak, salisbury steak, etc, but going by ingredients, basically… it’s a mini meatloaf in a patty form. Seriously. I prefer hamburg to meatloaf, because the fat/juices from veggies gets a chance to cook out instead of making everything soggy, and I’m the person who likes the edge pieces, so I like having a bigger sear-to-juicy center ratio.

Inari-zushi – also inari sushi. Often translated to tofu sushi, which just sounds weird. It’s a thin slice of tofu fried (like a pita, it naturally forms a “pocket” when cut in half and the thin, fried “crust” is gently separated from the opening), marinated in soy sauce, dashi, mirin, sugar, sake… well, exact ingredients differ depending on personal taste. Then, you stuff each pocket with sushi rice, which is vinegared rice. Variants, like adding veggies, meat, or whatever to the rice exist and are also delicious.

Umami – Although it technically means “deliciousness”, umami is the officially recognized “fifth” taste. I don’t know why culinary experts took the Japanese term, but I’m okay with it. Salty, sweet, sour, bitter, and umami. It refers to a ‘meaty’, protein-y flavor. Savory is the closest we get in English, but it’s a ‘rich and savory’ flavor. Apparently the tongue can discern whatever glutamates… I’m not even going to try to explain it. Unsalted meat stock, unsalted butter, using animal fat to cook; that’s the kind of added flavor we’re talking about.

Dashi – dashi is a seafood-based broth stock. It can be made with just about any seafood, especially dried seafood. Most commonly bonito fish and a type of those seaweed things. Not the wakame. Whatsit called. Dunno. Too lazy to look it up.



I like cooking. 🙂

         

Chapter 12: Good Fortune? Bad Fortune?

Sizzle…

Alright, it looks like the hamburgs are done stewing.

Plate, plate, plate… ah. There they are.

Being newly moved in, it’s hard to remember where you put everything, ne~.

…

There’s a strange atmosphere behind me.

I wonder what happened between Honoka and Daiki-san while I was in the bath.

Ignore it, ignore it!

“It’s already 1:30, but I guess it can’t be helped.”

I say, trying to break up the tense atmosphere while I set the plates in front of Daiki-san and Honoka.

Honoka… you’re totally drooling.

“I-I-Itadakimasu!”

Aaaand she’s already eating.

You could wait for the rest of us.

It’s kind of amazing how like a kid she can act.

Even Daiki-san, who was watching her carefully with his guard up, is giving a wry smile.

““Itadakimasu.””

Daiki-san and I don’t wait too long to join her, though.

Mmmm! So good!

Ah, I’m not self-praising; I was just so hungry, and I hadn’t realized it.

For a little bit there’s only the sounds of eating.

Ah, I forgot the barley tea…

Just when I was going to go get it, Daiki-san spoke.

“By the way, about Honoka-san living here…”

… Dammit. I was hoping to postpone that topic! Forget about it… Forget about it…

My mental waves don’t seem to be working.

“… I said she couldn’t stay, but now that I’m thinking clearly, I think she should stay for a few weeks, at least. If you really don’t have anywhere else to go, I mean.”

“…Eh?”

That kind of stupid sound comes out of my mouth.

Honoka doesn’t say anything, just watches the scene carefully.

She’s still stuffing her mouth full of hamburg, after all.

“No, well… see, there’s that woman that’s been going around attacking people with a curved knife. Even if she hasn’t actually hurt anyone yet, it won’t do to be negligent.”

Ah… there was that sort of thing, wasn’t there?

Maybe because no one’s gotten hurt yet, I haven’t heard about that at all.

Daiki-san smiled.

“Is that okay with the both of you?”

“Um… yeah! Sure!”

Uotto. I was probably too enthusiastic.

Now I have a bit longer to figure out how to deal with this…

“The woman who attacks other women and then says, ‘You’re not the one’, hmm? Is the weapon a sickle, I wonder…”

…! Oi, Honoka, what are you saying?!

Daiki-san sits straight up and looks at her.

“Saying something like that out of nowhere! You sound totally suspicious, oi!”

I said, smacking thin air with my hand, like in a manzai act.

“Ahahaha, maa, it’s creepy, right? The disappearing woman. It was on the news for a little bit, then no one talked about it.”

Honoka says nonchalantly, polishing off her plate.

“It… could have been a sickle. Do you … know anything about it?”

Daiki-san asks. He doesn’t really seem suspicious of her, but he’s staring at her very intently.

Ah, mou… this kitsune is really good at riling people up!

“No… nothing that will help. Just curious~, just curious~.”

————–

“Well, it could be a youkai. Not that there’s anything the coppers can deal with.”

“… Where did you learn that slang. No, the TV, right. Sheesh. Right after he okays you staying, you go and say stuff like that, mou…”

I’m letting Honoka take the bed tonight. Tomorrow we’ll get the spare futon out… but right now it’s pretty late.

I’m a guy. I can sleep on the couch.

But before that, Daiki-san went to take a bath, so…

Now! Now’s the time! Seize the day!

Or something like that.

Anyway, what I mean is it’s time to ask Honoka some questions.

About a lot of important things.

“Honoka… there are a lot of things I don’t understand and want to ask you, but I have to go back to school tomorrow, so I guess I gotta make it short. What happened at the end? How did you turn back to normal?”

Honoka stared at me silently for a moment.

“Um… Hello?”

“Haa… I thought as much. Did he have no idea what he was doing? No, that’s almost 100% certain, isn’t it?”

“… Oi. Don’t just talk to yourself, let me in on it too!”

“Fuuu-n. Okay, so what was making me crazy was the sudden influx of miasma, right? It came in too fast and I couldn’t get rid of it fast enough.”

“Okaaaay…”

“And then you made me your familiar, which let the miasma escape through you as well. You felt it, right? That pain that made you just want to explode and lash out? Iyaaaa, I’m glad it went well. You could have been incapacitated, you know? Like a vegetable in the hospital or something.”

“Ooooooi-! That’s not something to laugh about!”

She’s totally grinning, like it’s something interesting!

…If I mind it, I’ll lose.

“…So? How did I manage to make you my familiar?”

I ask.

“… Eh? You made the magic circle and recited the spell, right? Ah, since I was once a servant of O-Inari-sama, having a divine rope would have helped…”

“I didn’t recite anything or make anything, though… I wonder how it worked out…”

“…Eh?”

“Eh?”

I return Honoka’s exclamation of surprise.

What’s wrong?

“No… you HAVE to make a pretty complicated circle and recite the mantra properly to make a contract, though?”

“… Is it bad that I didn’t?”

“Bad that you… forget that, it’s IMPOSSIBLE to do it without doing it properly, you know?!”

“Eh? …Eh? Eh? But … I didn’t do anything like that, you know?”

Honoka puts a hand to her head. Ararara… she’s really, seriously frustrated.

“Geez… just what kind of person did I end up contracted too…”

“This kind of person?”

“…You don’t know what you are either, right?”

“How cruel! I’m human… I’m pretty sure.”

No, there’s that weird Blessing. I’m sure of nothing! But I won’t admit it!!!

“Here I thought you had a plan or something, coming out into that sort of dangerous place… idiot, idiot, Kousei’s an idiot!”

“Ugh-. Sorry, I am an idiot desu.”

I obediently dogeza.

I know! I know, okay?!

“Haa… I suppose this is also fate. But now that I’m connected with your soul, I see why spirits get attracted to you.”

“…Connected to my soul? Huh?! Isn’t that… really kind of something serious?!”

“Achyaa, you’re starting to realize it. Yup, it’s something that you shouldn’t be able to do by accident!”

“…and I did it by accident… hahaha…”

“Yup. But now, our auras are mixed, so I can be your youkai-repellant.”

“Huh?! Really?! … How?”

“Nothing much. Just, my spiritual ‘scent’ will be on you now~. Not many youkai will want to tangle with property of a six-tailed kitsune! Kahahaha!”

“Oi. Who’s your property? If you’re my familiar, it should be the other way, right?”

“Maa, don’t mind the details~. It’s not exactly an ordinary relationship we have, ne?”

“…Well that’s true… I want to hear about the details about what it means to have you as my familiar, but it’s late, and there’s one more thing I want to ask. Is it… going to be okay?”

Honoka makes a bit of a pensive face.

“My situation, you mean? Hm… well, I won’t run from whatever O-Inari-sama and the zenko decide. Since contracting me was an emergency, they won’t hold it against you, I’m sure.”

“Honoka…”

“Well, it will be what it will be.”

With that dissatisfying answer, we ended the conversation for the night.

Although I have so many thoughts, like what does it mean now that Honoka is my familiar, and whether or not it will really be okay like this, and … what did I dooooo?!!!! I fall asleep a few minutes after lying down on the couch.

I’m really tired… snore…

————–

“Uwaaaah! I’m late!”

Bang!

I sit upright and fall onto the coffee table. Again.

“Ah, mou, why didn’t I move that…”

I rub my tender ribs.

“…”

Honoka looks up groggily as I barge into my room.

“Ah, sorry-!”

I grab my uniform. I need to hurry, get changed, make breakfast…

“Whoa!”

… That was close! I almost got changed right there with Honoka in the room!

“…Is there any need to be so rushed?”

Honoka asks. She sits up, a sleepy, amused smile on her face.

“I won’t have time to make Daiki-san’s bento! Although there’s the hamburg from the night before, nutritious side dishes are important!”

“… Were you a housewife in your previous life?”

“I was a normal young man, thank you very much!”

I shot back my retort as I left the room.

Ah… I need to make another bento for Honoka!

So busy!

toktoktok

sizzle

bubblebubble

Un. Miso soup with just green onions for breakfast. Sorry, nothing special… tamagoyaki, a little on the sweet side since Honoka is here… double the amount for the bento…  ah, the bacon’s fried. Half will be crumbled and fried with the blanched asparagus and dijon mustard. I don’t have time for rolled bacon-asparagus.

I don’t have time for a salad, so just mini tomatoes for both breakfast and the lunch.

Hm. I don’t like having the same thing for both meals, but it can’t be helped…

… Eh.

I’m totally acting like a housewife aren’t I …

orz

Well, can’t stop now…

“Daiki-san, breakfast! Or like, aren’t you going to be late?!”

“Uwoah!”

Daiki-san yells and shoots out of bed.

As he’s in his room getting ready, I leave a few slices of tamagoyaki in front of the altar. Un, can’t forget Daiki-san’s lover’s portion…

“Umu. Miso soup, how lovely. It looks delicious.”

Honoka is looking at the table setting, very nearly drooling.

If her tails were out, they’d be wagging, surely.

By the way, I ate my own breakfast while cooking.

“Un, here’s your portion. That’s Daiki-san’s portion. Your lunch is in the fridge with the plastic wrap. If there’s any miso soup left, you can have that too. Heat it up in the microwave if you want. Ah, make sure Daiki-san remembers his bento. I’m off!”

Uoooh!

If I walk fast, I can make it-!

Well, actually, as long as no unforeseen delays occur, I’ll be fine.

That’s a flag-!

Even if you think that, nothing happened and I made it to school on time.

“Haaa…”

I fell forward onto my desk.

Even though it wasn’t like I barely made it, I feel like I haven’t stopped moving quickly all morning. And I’m sleep deprived.

“Hey, hey, Kousei! Hey, were you okay yesterday? If you had to go to the bathroom, it would have been faster to go back to the school, you know?”

“… Do people usually go to shrines to use the bathroom? Baka-tsu.”

Ah… eh…

Wow did that feel like a month ago. That’s right, something like that happened.

Mitsuo Higuchi and Shigeru Endo came up to my desk.

“Eh… maa…”

Is all I can really say.

“By the way, new hairstyle? It suits you, and the contacts.”

Higuchi said.

…!

Uwaaah! Did I not slick down my hair this morning?! Oh no! And I forgot my glasses!

What happened to my straight-laced image I was going for?!

“More importantly-“ “Just talking over me?!” “-were you okay last night? A really bad lightning strike hit the park. That’s near your house, right?”

Endo said, ignoring Higuchi.

SO glad he changed the subject. Endo’s quite good at reading the mood.

“Ah… yeah. It was… really scary at the time.”

“Man, that storm was CRAZY-“

Ding dong ding!

Higuchi was cut off by the bell, and I breathe a long sigh of relief.

I thought my weird actions yesterday would be off-putting, but it seems like I’ve survived through that.

Hm…?

I tilt my head.

With everything that happened, is it okay to keep in contact with those guys?

Honoka said her ‘scent’ would keep other youkai away, so…

Hm?

Eh? Could it be that I might be able to live a kind of normal life?

Even so, my many years of solitude has left me very confused with this sudden stroke of good luck.

Actually, can this be considered good luck?

I’m so confused, and no matter how long I think about it, I’m not coming to any answers.

In fact, I’m just making myself so dizzy that I just want to go to sleep…

————–

————–

A gaudy woman in a bright white coat lined with fur hanging off her shoulders sat sultrily in the chair next to the hospital bed.

“…This has given me qui-ite a bit of trouble, you knoow…”

She dragged her words out lazily, tapping one long, red-painted fingernail against the side of her face.

“…Forgive me. There is nothing I can say to excuse myself.”

In the hospital bed, Fushimi-san kept his eyes low, staring fixedly down onto the bed.

If he could shrink himself to take even less space in her field of vision he would; that’s the kind of feeling he was giving.

“We-ell, I personally don’t mind either way, but the others are making qui-ite the ruckus. I can’t let this go so-o easily.”

Fushimi-san closed his eyes in resignation.

“… I understand, and I’ve come to terms with it, but the girl –“

“Hm-m. It’s a shame.”

The gaudy woman looked honestly apologetic.

“I see.”

Fushimi-san felt his chest tighten and his stomach drop.

He looked over at the bed where Yui-chan slept.

A grotesque burn mark marred the left side of her face, and her left eye was a milky white.

“In the first place, it’s not got anything to do with me. It was Raijin’s power. Nor do I have any obligation to do anything about it. It already took everything I had to keep her from gaining the Traitor’s Mark.”

“I understand. Just that was more than I could hope for. It’s just, her spiritual powers…”

“My hands are tied to that. If I meddle too much … well, even the kami aren’t immune to the effects of meddling with karma.”

“Is that so…”

Fushimi-san didn’t have much hopes to that either.

After all, one could say Yui-chan had brought it on herself.

For such a young girl to bear these disfigurations, it was already heart-rending.

They would neither heal nor be able to be fixed with surgery. They’re scars with a kami’s magic in them, after all.

But the worst part was that Yui-chan’s spiritual powers that she had been so proud of, since they exceedingly powerful for someone her age, were gone. A curse from betraying her patron kami she had sworn to serve.

“Naaaaaani, there’s no need to fret. It might seem like a long time to her, but as she grows she will regain them again. She is lucky she’s human. The kami are kinder to the fickle-hearted humans than they are to the youkai who betray their expectations.”

At first the woman smiles gently, looking at the girl, but as she continued on her expression grew solemn, then severe.

“… Although I have failed my task, I will bring back the sealed one without fail –“

Fushimi-san was startled as the woman suddenly leaned forward and put a finger to his lips.

“Nuh-uh. Although I would ordinarily say that it is your duty, I think you are quite aware of the differences between your strengths.”

“Even so-!”

As if he didn’t even say anything, the woman continued on, saying,

“Well, unless that one has changed, if that one has regained her sanity I’m sure she wouldn’t give you any trouble…”

“Then-“

“But no, it’s not your ability I’m judging. Simply speaking, the someone who defeated that one who is so much more powerful than you has taken her out of your jurisdiction.”

Fushimi-san blinked in surprise.

“Defeated… no, that’s true, the sealed one must have been defeated. But who-“

“Nuh-uh. That isn’t information that you are permitted to kno-ow. But now it’s a li-ittle troublesome… well, that’s not something you need to worry about.”

Fushimi-san tightened his lips in frustration as the woman gave a little wave, disappearing through the door.

As she walked down the hospital hall, the woman’s eyes sharpened.

“I suppose I’ll need to scope out that situation, hm?”
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Chapter 13: Mundane Worries

BANG!

From down the hall a ruckus sounded.

Doors were being slammed and voices were raised in fury.

“Huh. That sounds like it went about as well as planned.”

That came from a delinquent-looking, no, yakuza-looking man with his slightly longish hair slicked back and held in place with a plain headband. He barely looked up from his handheld console, continuing to gnaw on a wooden skewer.

“It’s just the usual, no?”

That came from a girl with a pink streak in her long ponytail, looking bored while slouched low in her chair, leather heeled boots up on her desk. At her side was a curved sword. A katana – it was not.

“As Unit 1’s Supervisor, Supervisor Endo should take care to avoid incurring extra costs, slamming the door like that.”

That came from a short but refined-looking man who was sipping green tea. His eyes were so narrowed that they appeared closed.

“Nah… but there has to be a better way, right? This kind of tension can’t go on…”

That came from a thin man in the corner, worriedly tapping his finger against his table.

“Aaah, give it a rest, Gakuto. It’s not like we can just say, ‘Hey, you won’t be able to solve the case so we’re taking it.’”

The girl knocked her sword scabbard against the ground as if to punctuate her words.

“Isn’t that exactly what we’re telling them all the time, though…?”

The thin man, Gakuto, frowned and gnawed on a fingernail.

“Maa, there’s nothing they can do about it, ne?”

The short, refined-looking man smiled a smile that was nearly a sneer and opened his eyes a little more so that an unnatural yellow-green color peeked out from underneath his eyelids.

————–

——Kousei Side——–

“Fwaah… it really gives the feeling of being in school now, huh? Bad luck for you, Kousei, to get cleaning duty so soon.”

“Seriously…”

That thought leaked out before I could stop it, but… iya, I guess it’s fine.

I wonder how we’re all randomized it for cleaning duty. AIUEO… no, it doesn’t seem like it.

Higuchi continued on.

“Buu… I wanted to go over to Cafe Cinnamon and hang out…”

Cafe … Cinnamon…

“Hang out… you have a shift there today, right? You just want us to come goof around. Work properly.”

Un. Endo is the more responsible one, definitely.

“Eh… But we just got to know Kousei-!”

Higuchi latched onto me.

“…”

Since I’ve been silent this whole time, Higuchi and Endo look at me curiously.

“What’s up?”

Higuchi finally asks.

“… You wanted a bunch of guys to hang out at a place called Cafe Cinnamon?”

No matter how you think about it, it sounds like a place aimed at girls or couples.

“Right?”

Endo full-heartedly agrees.

Higuchi coughs, averting his eyes.

“… That’s just the owner’s tastes… it’s… mostly a normal cafe…”

“Although the uniform is bartender and maid styles.”

“Shouldn’t it be butler and maid?!”

Ah. I tsukkomied Endo instinctively. Maa, I’m trying not to mind it, but I’ve lived most of my life minding it, so forgive me for being a little neurotic.

In the first place, I’m wondering if everything really will be solved now. Even if you say I’m being a stupidly secretive manga protagonist, sometimes the youkai who were attracted to me got really violent, you know? People got hurt before, you know?

It’s not like I was just hiding my condition!

Anyway,

“You’re going to be late and you’re keeping Ishikawa-san from cleaning duties, so get going.”

Bang.

Endo kind-of-not-lightly kicked Higuchi in the rear.

“Aaah! Ow, I’m going, I’m going! Bye bye, Kousei!”

As he headed out the door, Higuchi said goodbye to all sorts of people … he’s totally the type who gets obligation-chocolate from everyone on Valentine’s day, but no serious-chocolate from anyone, isn’t he?

In my previous life, I was that type too.

No, I’m not crying over my girlfriendlessness that lasted until the last year of high school… and then we broke up right after graduation. *sob*

Stay strong, Higuchi. I hope it won’t be the same for you as well.

… Come to think of it, if he works part-time after school then he’s not really part of the go-home club, huh?

Hm. I wonder if I should get a part-time job too.

Even though he’s making the monthly deposits now, it’s just a matter of time before my father forgets again.

I’m sure Daiki-san will say something about how we can manage, but it’s still uncomfortable. I’d like to avoid using his salary on my personal stuff, na. I’m not his child, so expecting him to pay high school fees …

Anyway, the small youkai really did keep away from me on the way to school today.

If that keeps up, maybe I’ll consider getting a part-time job seriously.

“Eeh… Kousei-kun! Can you give me a hand moving the desks?”

Crap, while I was thinking of various things, I kind of spaced out.

“Sorry. Yeah, I’ll do that.”

Me and the other guys moved the desks over to one side as the girls cleared the chalkboard and swept.

Un, everyone wants to hurry home, huh?

Me too. I wanted to go grocery shopping, and then I need to start dinner… ah, but we also have to go out and buy clothes for Honoka…

“Ne, Kousei-kun, you went to a middle school in Tokyo, right? Then you’re a genius?”

“Sakurako, what’s with that?”

“But Tokyo schools are supposed to be way better, right?”

Ah, it’s the two girls who talked to me the first day. … I don’t think they’re on cleaning duty today, though?

“Sakurako always stereotypes things… right, Mari-chan?”

Mari-chan laughs out loud.

“Jeez, the two of you… if you’re going to ask him questions, you should let him answer, right?”

Ah… I see. Mari-chan is their friend and she’s on cleaning duty.

Still, standing in the classroom while people are trying to clean is an obstruction of duty, you know?

Maa, it’s fine though.

Well, to answer their questions,

“No, there are different types of schools in Tokyo too. Anyway, I think that Saitou Academy is pretty high up in the ranks?”

“Boo. Even if you say that, it’s the only decent school around. I’d like SOME choices, you know? But my parents wouldn’t let me live on my own in Tokyo.”

That girl, Mayako Suzuki, pouted.

“It’s because you don’t know how to cook … or clean… or anything, hahaha!”

The other energetic girl, Sakurako Hisao, poked Suzuki-san in the ribs.

“Heh…”

That’s all I can say.

“Mou, you two… If you’re going to get in the way, then wait in the hall!”

Mari-chan places her fists on her hips, all the while still clutching a broom, and gives a cute *pun pun* feel to it while puffing out her cheeks.

“Kyaa! We made Mari-chan mad!”

“Hahaha, ok, ok, we’ll wait for you outside!”

The two girls good-naturedly left the room, giggling and chattering all the way down the hall.

“Mou, those two…”

Sakurako and Mayako feel like they’re trying to act cutesy, but it seems to be innate for Mari-chan.

Un. She’s cute.

From across the classroom,

“Hey, Ishikawa, can ya take out the garbage? We just got to finish cleaning the blackboard erasers and then we’re done.”

I don’t remember what that guy’s name is. Oh well.

“Sure, I’ll do it.”

It’s been a long time since I had such a normal day…

Thinking about that kind of thing, I hurried away with the relatively empty garbage bin.

Where was the disposal area again?

————–

“Fuuu…”

I collapsed on a chair in the kitchen.

After finishing cleaning duty I had to force my way through the club recruiting senpais at the front of the gate.

People in the midst of their days of youth can be pretty pushy, na… or like…

Scary! They were seriously scary!

That I saw the FujiTani combo in the middle also trying to recruit people is something I will keep to myself…

“Ah, welcome back, Kousei!”

Who was the one who welcomed me back? Of course it was Honoka.

Daiki-san works 12 hour days, after all… if he’s lucky. Apparently coming back at midnight isn’t a rare occurrence. Thank you for your hard work, civil servant.

Honoka walked in from the back yard as I replied,

“Ah… I’m back… and even though I ran, I didn’t manage to make the timed sale… haaa. Although we’re not tight for money or anything, it’s a disappointment.”

I grumbled a bit before turning to the eco-bag full of the groceries and household goods I had bought.

I’ve already turned into a housewife. I might as well give up on denying it.

It’s times like this that I can fully appreciate the mother that I had in my previous life.

“Honoka, did you go out? Or did you just hang out in the backyard?”

“Hm, well, I just went to look at the park from a distance. I didn’t have a key, so I didn’t want to leave for too long.”

“Ah… sorry, I didn’t think about that.”

“Yup, so I just locked the front door and went out the back and over the garden fence!”

“Ooooi! Please tell me you were invisible or something for that! You’d totally look suspicious! Or like, there’s a gate from the backyard, use the gate!”

“Fufufufu!”

Laughing isn’t an answer-!

Ah, Honoka has her fox ears and tails out.

As I thought, it’s more comfortable like that for her.

“Ah, I was going to wash that spare futon Daiki-san told me to get out, but although I have confidence in my intelligence and the buttons are more or less labeled, that ‘washing machine’ thing made me lose my nerve so I didn’t touch it.”

“…That was probably among the better ideas.”

Ah, that’s right, her futon… Curses. Even if I wash the cover now, it won’t be dry by night-time…

“I cleared a space in the spare bedroom that Daiki-san told me I could use, though, so I’ve been productive!”

Ah, she looks so proud of herself.

“Yes, yes, good job, good job. Setting aside the sleeping arrangements, clothing should be next, huh?”

I finish putting away the things I bought.

Right, we need to go shopping… ah, but dinner…

I wanted to make THAT, which kitsune are rumored to like, but just having those are a little lonely… I hadn’t thought about side dishes yet.

“Urgh… there’s so much to do and so little time to do it in”

I complained.

Even while complaining, I got out the rice colander and began to wash rice.

“Hm… I feel kind of bad about that. Although they are necessities, to make you buy them…”

Honoka sat down on a kitchen chair and watched me as I began to prepare things.

“? But you’re my familiar, so it’s a given that I should take care of you?”

“Mou-! I don’t like what I don’t like! I’m not some pet, you know?! But in this kind of age, for this kind of household, it feels like my abilities won’t be useful in the slightest.”

Right. Fireballs and becoming a large, monster fox. Not really helpful.

“You’re the type that feels like she has to contribute no matter what, huh? But you are, though? I really wasn’t approached by youkai all day, you know?”

“Gnununu… I’m not some type of bug repellant. And that kind of passive effect isn’t satisfying in the least! Kousei-san, you don’t realize how many benefits I get by being your familiar. Your spiritual power isn’t normal. It’s to the degree that I wonder if I’m even needed…”

“That’s the first I heard of that! If that’s true, then why have I had those kind of hardships all this time?!”

“Maa, having power and knowing how to use it are two different things… Also, your spiritual power has a sweet scent to it. It can’t be helped that lesser youkai are magnetically attracted to it, and stronger youkai would almost be possessed with the desire to obtain it.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better… anyway, your youkai-repellant is probably going to let me live a normal life. That means a lot to me, you know?”

“Fumu. Humans and their normalcy. Although I wonder how long that will last.”

“…Eh.”

What does she mean… why does that sound so ominous…?

“Although a 6-tailed kitsune’s presence will reduce the riff-raff, it can also attract attention.”

“…”

Uwaaaaaaah-!

“So, I’m wondering if I would be able to get a part-time job to help pay for my expenses!”

Honoka claps her hands together and smiles brightly.

“That change of topic is too sudden!”

Eh? Part-time job?

Muu… it’s not like I don’t understand that sentiment, though.

I sigh.

“I don’t know… I think part-time jobs wouldn’t be as thorough in their background checks, but somehow I think it would still be risky.”

“As I thought.”

Honoka leaned her head on her arms with a discontented look.

Sorry, I guess you basically are a house pet at this point.

A 6-tailed kitsune who had once been a higher-ranked servant of Inari reduced to a house pet… I think I understand some of her grumbling.

“… Those worries might be premature, though. First we convince Daiki-san to let you stay here long term.”

I put the pot in the rice cooker and press start while I say that. Un, an hour later and the rice will be done.

Even if you say our rice cooker comes with a timer function so I could have just put the rice and water in and then set it so it would have fresh rice by the time I got home… un. Soaking the rice for so long just makes it have a different texture, na.

Honoka sighed.

“Ah… that’s true. Do you have any ideas?”

“…None. Or like, first of all I’m troubled as to what I should do about dinner, when we have to go shopping…”

While I’m thinking about that, the front door suddenly opens. Honoka dematerializes her ears and tails in an instant.

I hear the sounds of Daiki-san fumbling with his shoes before he comes into the kitchen.

He appears with a,

“Let’s go out to eat, my treat!”

“… Daiki-san, you’re home already? Wait. This early?!”

I had to double check the clock.

Yeah, it’s only a little after 5pm, I’m not wrong. He should get home by 8pm at the earliest. Is this okay, Police Detective-san?

“How should I put it… there were some tense situations in the office today, and the Supervisor got angry and said we could go home early…”

Daiki-san ruffled the hair on the back of his head as he explained.

… No. What kind of explanation is that?

“I feel like you left a lot of things out, but going out to eat would make things more convenient.”

If I mind every little thing, I’ll lose.

… He’s not going to get a random call saying that he has to go back in to work in a few hours, right?

“Right, right. So how about ramen? My co-workers suggested a place and it’s pretty rare for me to get home at this time…”

Ah. Honoka looks like she’s going to drool.
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Chapter 14: Food and Shopping

“What? Supervisor Endo was so mad he made all of Unit 1 go home already? That’s hilarious!”

Pounding her thigh with one hand and laughing “hyahyahya!” in a very ungraceful manner was the woman with a pink streak in her long ponytail.

“Cheh. We really need someone who can talk to people better. No wonder Unit 1 hates our guts. They do all that annoyin’ investigation work, and then we swoop in and nick it.”

The yakuza mob-looking man clenched his teeth in irritation as he said that, but made no sign to look up from his game.

Just like that, glued to the screen and with his thumbs tapping, he continued.

“But what do we got? Jurou’s a passive aggressive dwarf, Gakuto just fades into the background, and Katsumi’s a mouthy bitch.”

“Haaaaa-?! You forgot to add that Arata’s a pissy-faced, no good gamer who can’t even look a person in the eye. Even though you dress like a delinquent, you have stranger anxiety! Pupupu, how pathetic!”

The smell of booze comes from the woman as she loudly reprimands the yakuza man, and she points her sheathed sword at the delinquent.

“Shut up, woman! I can’t help what I can’t help!”

Although he yelled that aggressively, the yakuza scrub just lowered his face towards his screen even more and furiously mashed buttons.

“Honestly, it is no good if I get aggressive, after all. And I’m not THAT short.”

The short, refined man blew on his tea with a slightly perplexed look while he made his complaint.

Before Gakuto could also voice his complaint, the yakuza guy said,

“ANYWAY, what I meant was that our best communicator is Supervisor Ooishi, but…”

“Aaa…”

“Hahaha, Ooishi is as fun to talk to as the “rock” in “ishi”, huh?!”

The woman loudly said what the short man and the yakuza man had been trying to avoid saying.

“Even if that’s the case, there aren’t that many of OUR kind who would wish to be tethered to the police department…”

The short man said, unconcernedly drinking his tea.

“…I guess that’s the problem. I can’t even use my talismans to scope out new faces unless Supervisor okays it…”

The yakuza man grumbles.

Clack.

The door to Unit 2’s office opened, and the tall, stoic Supervisor Ooishi walked in.

“It’s time.”

At those words the lazy – almost sloppy – atmosphere in the room disappeared in an instant as all members stood up.

————–

——Kousei Side——–

“Huh? So Unit 2 stole the case about the woman kind-of attacking random people?”

“Well, stole is… I can’t talk about it too much, but there’s some tension between the two units. It seems like Unit 2 often takes cases from Unit 1.”

We’re walking to the shopping district in town. Although there are buses, it’s not that far of a walk.

Hm… I wonder how late the busses run… well, I’ll look it up later.

Anyway, Daiki-san was explaining why he got home so early.

Because the case they’d been working on even since before Daiki-san transferred in got stolen, Unit 1’s Supervisor Endo yelled loudly about not having any more work to do so they might as well all just go home.

“… Daiki-san, you don’t seem too bothered by it.”

“Hm. Well, I guess I don’t really understand the rivalry. It’s true we haven’t been making any headway on the case. At the same time, Unit 2 is known for never coming out with results as well. But if they take the cases Unit 1 can’t solve that turn out to be unsolvable, aren’t they keeping Unit 1’s solve-rate high? Ah, but as a police officer I guess that’s not what you should focus on…”

He’s totally confused.

“…It sounds complicated.”

I say.

“It is.”

He responded.

By the way, Honoka was excitedly watching the scenery as we walked by, and even now she’s looking around the much busier shopping district with great interest.

It appears that the surroundings are so overwhelmingly stimulating that she doesn’t even bother trying to participate in my and Daiki-san’s conversation.

As we near the ramen shop, we begin to see the signs of its popularity.

“Ooh… there’s a line out the door of that place.”

Honoka looks at it excitedly.

“Well, that’s how it is with popular restaurants.”

Daiki-san responded with a laugh

Even though it’s a weekday before the businessmen get out… well, that’s fine.

Thinking like that, as we proceed to the end of the line, something catches my eye.

A cafe menu board on the sidewalk.

That’s nothing too special, but cute mochis and meatbuns with emoticon faces decorates the board in between the daily specials.

Feeling the dread, my eyes move to the store window behind the menu board. Cutesy animal decals dance across the glass while carrying coffee, cakes, and omurice.

Moving my eyes further upwards, there, above the storefront, the sign proudly proclaims:

Cafe Cinnamon.

… Normal store my ass.

“What’s wrong?”

Honoka pressed down on the top of my head until I was bent over.

“…No, nothing. Or like, you’re squishing me.”

“Fufufu. You’re spacing out, but we’re going to eat ramen, you know? Ramen!”

Seriously, if Honoka had her tails out, all six of them would be swishing furiously from side to side.

“Right, right, calm down.”

Thankfully the line is going pretty quick – Ah, a big group of college student-aged people just exited. No wonder.

I’ve noticed that youkai are always focused on their stomachs. From what I can gather, eating=gaining power, and gaining power=increasing physical strength and wellbeing.

I guess it can’t be helped that youkai are all gluttons~.

“…Somehow I think you’re thinking rude things.”

“Nono, you’re mistaken…”

After the college guys went out, everyone that was waiting in the short line outside was able to go in.

At the ticket machine…

Daiki-san got double pork with a side of extra noodles, huh? Well, that’s normal for him. He’ll probably get all the extra toppings, too.

Honoka… Ah. She’s kind of confused.

“Just play it safe and get miso pork or something.”

“Hm… Although I want to try this ‘corn butter’ one…”

… Ah. Now that I think of it, there’s been a lot of foods brought in from other countries since 2000 years ago.  Corn is something new to her.

“Ah… eh. They have Sapporo ramen here? Uwo, Taiwan ramen! Eh? Why are there random specialty ramens…?”

The guy behind me laughed.

“Ah, is this your first time here? The chef enjoys cooking different types of ramen on a whim, so he swaps out the regional types every month or so.”

“Eh… prep work must be a pain here. Ah, get the Sapporo ramen, Honoka. It has butter, corn, pork, and scallops.”

As for me, I want the spicy tsukemen.

“Ah, sorry for taking so much time.”

I say to the guy behind us.

“Haha, no, it’s fine. People are always confused by the many options the first time they come.”

I’m glad he’s a nice guy… some people can get impatient and angry when there’s a line… ah, after the college group left there’s no line right now, though.

Ramen was my favorite after practice food to go out for with my baseball teammates in my previous life. It was probably my favorite food period.

In this life?

Hm. With the [Cooking] Blessing, no, with all the cooking I’ve done, I think I’ve grown to enjoy all sorts of food a little more, so I don’t think I can say ramen is my favorite. Although it’s certainly packed with nostalgia.

“Extra veggies and toasted garlic, please!”

Ah. As expected of Daiki-san.

He loves meat, but he likes vegetables too. In other words, he likes food.

Slurp.

“Hm?”

I look over to see Honoka, quietly tilting her head, her chopsticks in her mouth.

That’s bad manners… or like, is there a problem? She looks a little concerned.

“…”

Did… did it not suit her taste?

If hamburg was fine, I can’t see ramen being unpalatable.

“Does it taste weird?”

I asked.

Honoka was chewing slowly, glancing at me then at the chef.

She makes a small, sly smile.

“… I see. So that’s what it was. No, the taste is great. I love the broth and the sweetness of the corn.”

Something about how she said it bothers me, but I don’t want to risk any insulting talk towards the chef, or rather talk that could be assumed to be insulting, so I decide to keep the questions for later.

“That’s good then…”

I dip my noodles into the broth and slurp.

Un. Delicious.

… Ah. Is this the first time I’ve gone to a ramen shop in this world?

Kuu… I guess I really missed it.

It’s too soon, but we finish quickly. There’s the beginning of a line outside again.

What a shame, it’s good enough to make me wish there was more, or that I could get seconds. Although I’m definitely full.

Somehow Daiki-san, with all his extras, still finished first and was waiting for us outside.

“Fuun, that was soooo good.”

Honoka rubs her stomach with satisfaction.

Although you seemed concerned about something earlier; well, it’s good that she’s satisfied.

“It really is the culmination of artisans of the past, ne?”

She asks as she glances at me.

“Well, that’s about it. Guys in ramen shops jealously guard their recipes, but at the same time they pass it down to their apprentices and family members who will continue to adjust and improve the taste.”

Daiki-san said as he stretched in satisfaction.

“…Daiki-san. Aren’t you hot wearing that jacket? To eat ramen, no less.”

I finally talk about what was bothering me all this while.

“Hahaha, well…”

He averts his eyes.

“…Totally suspicious.”

“Yes.”

Honoka agrees with me.

In that manner, we walk towards the boutiques near the station.

Ah, the Uniqlo, spotted! It’s a little smaller than the ones in Tokyo, but here we can probably get everything Honoka needs.

Eh? We’re being cheap?

It’s an emergency. For goodness’ sake, even if you ignore the fact that we didn’t have women’s underwear, Honoka is even wearing my casual sandals for going out to the backyard.

We need everything, multiples of it, and fast.

If Honoka decides she wants to be fashionable, well, at that time we’ll look into it, but I’m not really even sure how Honoka will react to western wear.

Although she seems to be dealing with my clothes well…

As we enter the store, a female shop attendant calls out,

“Welcome-! Can I help you with anything?”

“Ah, no, that’s –“

As Daiki-san starts to say something, a brilliant idea shot through my head.

“Yeah, my cousin lost all her luggage so she needs some new clothes to tide her over until they find it.”

“Oh my, that’s terrible! Let me help you!”

“O-oh, um…”

Honoka is led off by the attendant.

Honoka loses her nerve when it’s stuff she doesn’t understand much about, huh?

But … Alright-! Although some of them can be pushy, especially in shops where they have to make commission, in general I’ve found shop attendants to be extremely helpful! In my previous life, I mean.

In this situation, where we need ALL the necessities women need, the shoppers are Honoka – who hasn’t seen any modern women’s garments despite being able to hear about them – and two useless guys, me and Daiki-san.

Although I guess Daiki-san might have gone shopping a lot with his lover, and I tagged along as a baggage carrier with my girlfriend in a previous life, but somehow…

Yeah, leaving it up to a professional is the best idea.

“…That was pretty clever.”

Thanks, Daiki-san. I thought so myself.

“But why are you so fixated on that cousin scenario?”

Ugh.

“W-well, two guys who picked up a random girl who needs clothes is too suspicious, right?”

It’s not like I can come out and say that that’s the cover story I thought about using to explain why Honoka is living with us, since Daiki-san still hasn’t approved of it.

————–

I expected Honoka to come back looking completely drained, but her face is flushed and she looks like she’s been having fun.

Daiki-san and I look up from where we were debating whether or not Daiki-san needed better shoes for work.

“Oooh, that looks good.”

Daiki-san says.

“Yeah, it suits you. Attendant-san, good job!”

Daiki-san’s a little surprised at me addressing the attendant with a thumbs up, but he just gives a wry smile.

Honoka is wearing simple jean shorts with a loose shirt tucked in and a lacy knit sweater over it. Shoes are girls’ fashion sandals.

As expected, the slightly girlish tomboy look suits her best.

“I’ve got another two outfits, a set of sleepwear, and extra underwear, but… even though you can mix and match, will it be enough?”

The attendant looks at Daiki-san and me with that question.

Daiki-san makes a troubled face, since he’s feeling unsure about exactly how much we should spend on Honoka.

“No, get a few more things, Honoka.”

I say.

Honoka makes the exact same troubled face as Daiki-san.

“But…”

“At least enough underwear for a week.”

Honoka sighs.

“… Seriously. I don’t need…”

“Well, I don’t want to have to do laundry every day.”

Honoka sighs at my response again.

“Fufu, you guys are fun. Alright, Honoka-san, let’s get that other stuff you were looking at!”

The shop attendant is having fun, huh?

As they go back into the depths of the store, Daiki-san sighs, just like Honoka.

“Kousei-kun… I don’t want to say too much, but don’t overspend, okay? It could get troublesome later…”

Well, I understand your concerns, but the situation is different from what you think, Daiki-san.

Although I don’t know how to explain it to you.

————–

Anyway, I paid with money withdrawn from the account my father deposits money into.

Even if Honoka was a woman who was taking advantage of me like Daiki-san fears, I would have no regrets wasting that man’s money.

I feel a twinge of regret for being such an unfilial son.

“… Seriously, this is too much…”

Honoka says.

She’s carrying several bags. One was a bag with the clothes I leant her in it. The attendant had been very helpful and attentive in every aspect, huh?

“But it’s necessary.”

I say in response to Honoka’s grumblings.

Honoka mutters,

“I’m definitely going to get a part-time job.”

As we step out into the street…

“… What is this? It’s so quiet.”

Daiki-san, who was the first one out, makes an extremely serious face.

I don’t think I’ve ever seen him like this.

“Eh? Um…”

I look around. It should have been a little after 7 pm, but where are all the people that should have been on the streets? For that matter, there aren’t even people in any of the stores, that I could see from the windows.

Honoka frowns.

She leans close to me.

“Kousei. We’ve entered someone’s dimensional barrier.”

Was what she whispered in my ear.
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<a/n: Aaaand an abrupt switch from mundane activities :)>

    

Chapter 15: The Kazekama and Kousei

“What?! For real?”

I try to keep my voice hushed so Daiki-san doesn’t notice, but … un.

Even if I say pretty words like I try to avoid pulling people into the supernatural side of things, it seems a little late for the consideration.

“It often happens that people with stronger spiritual powers intrude on barriers.”

“…Is it my fault?”

I don’t know why I felt like I had to ask. Morbid curiosity.

“If I had to guess…”

Honoka pauses, tilting her head and thinking deeply.

“…It’s definitely not Daiki-san.”

“Gah-!”

I’ve never experienced a disappointment so strong that I actually almost fell over.

Hunched over, I semi-glare at Honoka.

“I could have told you that!”

“Well between the two of us, both guesses are completely possible, you know?”

She’s saying that with a pinched face and a bit of a pout, so I guess it really is hard to tell between the two of us.

Or it’s my fault and Honoka is covering for me.

“Normally this wouldn’t have happened because I would have noticed the barrier, but to think my senses have dulled so much by being sealed…”

Oooooi. I can hear you muttering, Honoka!

Well, whatever. My fault, her fault, whichever the case, it’s not like we did it on purpose.

“What are you two talking about?”

Giku-!

Daiki-san has returned his attention to us.

“Ah, that’s…”

No good, my eyes are totally swimming.

Now that I think about it, I was always an awful liar.

“… Hey, what’s that?”

Completely ignoring us, Honoka points down the street.

That?

Daiki-san and I look in the direction where Honoka is pointing.

Zawa. Zawa.

A… person? … with stringy black hair hanging down in front of his … her? … face is moving closer in a weird, stumbling zig-zag fashion.

Creepy!

It totally looks like some creature from a horror film!

Although most of my life was full of youkai, this is the first time I saw such a R◎g-like movement! Sadako-san, is it Sadako-san?! No, somehow, this makes Sadako-san look cute!

“Eh. What’s she holding… knife? Eh. So that’s the woman from the rumors?”

The words slipped out of my mouth in a mumble.

“She’s less human-looking than I thought.”

That mumble was Daiki-san.

We had just been standing here, watching, but is that the smartest move, I wonder…

Anyway, the creature moving down the street towards us stops creakily all of a sudden.

“… obstructing me…”

Eh? What was it saying?

“You… also obstructing me! I will eliminate!”

…Eh. When did it move… it’s already right here…

My brain can’t even keep up with the creepy woman’s movements, so just when I start to register “fear”, already, the curved, small, sickle-shaped blade was already –

Kiii-n!

The sound of metal scraping something hard sounds.

“Uwah-! Honoka!”

My belated yell clears the foggy, confused feeling from my head.

Honoka had moved in front of me in that small instant, and orange-white flames wrap around her arms.

That was what had stopped the blade.

Aaaah… her ears and tails are out, we’re doomed – is not what I’m thinking.

Like, who the hell thinks that in this type of situation?!

“Honoka, are you…”

Bang bang!

… Eh.

“Ugh…. gyaaaaa-!”

The creepy woman, no, the youkai, dodges and spins away.

Both Honoka and I look over at Daiki-san.

… So he was wearing his jacket to hide his gun, huh…? Heh…

… oioioioioi!

Daiki-san glances over at Honoka, but then switches his eyes back to the youkai, who is TOTALLY moving like some horror film girl.

“I have a lot of things to say, but first let’s do something about this.”

“Hm. Indeed.”

“GYAAAAA-! I … eliminate… all who obstruct!”

Again, it launches itself at us, but this time I’m expecting the sudden change in speed…tte.

This speed is abnormal, even for youkai!

“As if I’ll let you lay a hand on these two!”

Honoka shoves her bags into my hands and lets out a howl of battle as she charges forward, clad in transparent flames.

Clash, clang, slash!

…They’re moving too fast. I can’t tell what’s going on.

It’s like watching an anime battle scene.

While I’m just standing there with my mouth wide open, Daiki-san is focused on other things.

… Bang!

The youkai manages to repel itself out of the way of Daiki-san’s shot by using the kickback from clashing with Honoka.

As it’s still in the air, Daiki-san tries to take advantage of its limited mobility.

Bang bang bang!

The woman, no, youkai, spun out of the way and blocked each of Daiki-san’s shots.

Right? It’s a youkai, Daiki-san.

Or like, isn’t she just too fast!?

“Tch.”

Honoka swings her hand down, and a haze of fire and smoke fills the air.

————–

“Honoka … that youkai… aren’t you strong enough to take it down?”

Thanks to Honoka’s illusion of a smoke-and-fire-screen, we made a tactical retreat.

I just can’t imagine Honoka being weaker than that weird youkai.

After all, I’ve been face to face with Honoka’s monster kitsune state, and there’s no way this youkai compares. Even though I’m still terrified because it can kill me easily, the blood doesn’t freeze in my veins and I don’t feel like I’m going to die in its presence.

Un, it’s a totally different magnitude.

“Technically speaking, yes, I could destroy that youkai. But I can’t guarantee what else will get destroyed in the process. That youkai is the speedy type, after all. Still want me to try?”

“Ah, I get it, it’s fast so you have to spam aoe attacks… not! Don’t! That’s way too dangerous!”

“Yup, yup, I don’t think that’s a good idea either~.”

“… Right. I have a lot to say, but most importantly… what was that? There’s no way it’s a human.”

Daiki-san cuts into Honoka and my conversation.

“It’s a youkai, and somehow we’re in some sort of spiritual barrier, but that’s all I know.”

As Daiki-san has resisted asking questions about me and Honoka, I also resist on asking him exactly why he brought his gun with him. For the record, it’s not like Daiki-san does it often. Or actually, I’ve never seen him carry one except when leaving for work.

“That is a kazekama, a wind sickle. Although that’s a generic name for most fast, sickle-based youkai. This one was born when a woman whose lover cheated on her bore a grudge while she cut her hair. It roams the streets looking to decapitate women who cause men to cheat.”

Honoka explained.

“That’s irrational!”

I say.

Honoka shrugged.

“Youkai born from grudges aren’t known to be … reasonable.”

“… Even if the woman didn’t know she was helping the man to commit adultery?”

Daiki-san said that with a disturbed frown.

“No. It’s not omniscient. It has to read the minds of its victims. In that, I’d say the town was lucky. The only reason there have been no victims so far is that none of the women it approached had knowingly slept with a man knowing he had another woman. Well, the longer this kazekama is left to roam, the more likely you will begin to find bodies that have been separated from their heads.”

“It only attacks those kinds of women?”

I ask.

“Yes.”

“So then, Honoka has done something irresponsible back in the day… ouch!”

Honoka punched down on the top of my head.

“Who are you saying has done something irresponsible?! In the first place, as a commander of a kami’s squadron, who has time for any sort of love affair, hah?!”

“Owowow, I’m sorry… but then why is it attacking us…?”

Daiki-san made a ‘now that I think about it’ face.

“Fumu. That is indeed curious, but I think I’ve understood it. It said we were ‘also’ obstructing it.”

“… Oh. Then this barrier-“

I start to say.

Honoka smiles.

“As expected, you understand. Someone is hunting this youkai. So this barrier is not a bad thing, although it was our fault for stumbling into it.”

Daiki-san let out the breath he was holding and looked around.

“So this lack of people is the cause of some sort of barrier? If there’s someone actively hunting it, then there is no need for us to stay here. I’m reluctant to risk Kousei-kun in this kind of place…”

“Although I also am reluctant to stay in this situation, I wonder if that would be a good option… Although we were able to slip into the barrier without breaking it, now that we know it’s hear, I wonder if we would be able to slip out.”

Heh?

“What do you mean?”

I ask.

“It’s the way this barrier is set up. We don’t have permission to come in and out as we please, so I think we will literally have to break out.”

Honoka held her hands out and a head tilt, as if to say, ‘that’s how it is.’

“Even though we came in okay?”

“I told you, Kousei and I are too powerful. Because we just wanted to go ‘over there’, we were able to slip in because we thought we weren’t moving to a different space. But now that we know we’re ‘in here’, we have to change ‘in here’ to ‘out there’.”

“Wai – Hang on, more simply, please?”

“Because we didn’t know the barrier was here we were able to avoid damaging the barrier. Now that we know it’s here, we can’t avoid having to manipulate it. Although it’s because our spiritual powers are larger than the caster of this barrier that we can even go between the real world and the barrier.”

“What is this, some kind of advanced physics theory?”

I groan.

Honoka shrugs, ignoring what I just said, and continues,

“If we force ourselves to forget we’re in a barrier, it might be possible to go through another doorway and leave without disturbing the barrier. But I don’t have confidence to pull that off.”

“Somehow… I don’t get it, but I get it. There’s a good chance we’ll break the barrier and that lunatic of a youkai will run crazy among the normal people.”

I hang my head with a sigh.

Daiki-san also sighs, louder and longer than I do.

“So, then, what should we do?”

Daiki-san asks.

“Although I’m an advocate of lying low and letting whoever is doing such a troublesome thing continue to hunt the kazekama, I think that youkai will sniff us out, though. Since Kousei is a delicacy to that type of power-hungry youkai.”

“Ugh. Think about the mood when you say things like that!”

I say.

Daiki-san is totally making an uncomfortable face.

Honoka half-smirks.

“It’s true though?”

“Geez, even so…”

In the middle of my sentence that creepy, shuffling step is heard.

It already found us… no, I guess it would be weirder if it hadn’t in all this time.

So I thought, but it appears not to have pinpointed our location.

We hold our breaths, ready to be attacked, but it slowly shuffles off.

“…Right, it can’t be helped. I wish I brought more cartridges,”

Daiki-san whispered.

What?! You’re going to fight that thing?!

“That’s a youkai, Daiki-san. I don’t know if a gun…”

“If bullets wouldn’t hurt it, there’s no reason for it to dodge or block every one.”

… Well.  Okay, yeah, you have a point, but think reasonably!

“I’m also against putting someone my master cares about in danger, but it’s true that your weapon can affect the kazekama’s movements. I ask for your help, Daiki-san.”

“Osu. I’m ready when you are.”

“..Na, Honoka. Is there anything I can do?”

I’m literally just a baggage holder right now.

I mean, I feel like I have to be at least 70% at fault for our current situation.

Honoka smiles.

“Well, you’re the master of a six-tailed kitsune, so I think you’re already doing plenty.”

“… mu.”

Fine, fine. I’m not moping; it’s just uncomfortable, you know?

“Alright, no sulking. Daiki-san, let’s move out in… hm?”

Right when she was about to give the signal to move out, Honoka tenses.

She turns around suddenly with a yell.

“What?!”

“Found… obstruction. Remove…”

Eh-

Like a cockroach, the youkai is clinging to the walls staring down at us from the wall behind Daiki-san.

Even as Honoka rushes towards him, it’s already too late. Daiki-san himself is only now just registering it’s there.

No good, Daiki-san!

“N-wai – [STOP]!”



   



<a/n: Not to worry, this is a double update, part 1 out of 2>

    

Chapter 16: The Kazekama and Unit 2

It was still early evening when Unit 2 reached their site.

Stoic Supervisor Isamu Ooishi.

Rough-mouthed, flashily dressed, game-carrying Arata Kamo.

Brash and flashily dressed in a different, the sword-carrying woman Katsumi Inukai.

Short and slim, wearing a traditional hakama and haori that seemed strange for everyday modern wear, Jurou Katou.

The thin, normal, but easily overlooked Gakuto Yamada.

It was a splendidly conspicuous group of mismatched people.

Although they were officially known as a crime investigation unit, their job was actually something quite different.

Although most people wouldn’t know.

“Hi~!”

But among the people who did know, there were those who also knew what they were here to do.

“Geh. The Witch-!”

Katsumi Inukai, the pony-tailed woman with a pink streak in it, immediately made a face like she’d just stepped in something gross.

A certain, colorless woman was walking down the street towards them, weaving effortlessly through the crowds with a man in a suit behind her.

She was waving frivolously with a smiling face as she came closer.

“What are YOU doing here? Coming to interfere again?”

Katsumi snapped.

She seemed to be the only one of Unit 2 who really seemed upset at the colorless woman’s appearance, though.

The others just looked like they were resigned to the fact that the Witch had appeared.

The colorless woman, the Witch, smiled even more broadly.

“Mou, Inu-chan, I’m a contractor, a contractor~.”

“I’m not Inu-chan! It’s Inukai! Katsumi Inukai!”

“Contractor… is that how you put it? An unfortunate relationship is what it is, I think, Ms. Witch.”

Ignoring Katsumi’s raging the short man, Jurou, addressed the Witch.

The Witch laughed, somehow seeming delighted with the negative attention.

With a coquettish tilt of her head, she said,

“Well it’s true I’m not working for you gentlemen today~”

*Kon kon kon*

Geta sounded on the pavement as yet another eccentric figure appeared.

A monotone, strict woman’s voice spoke from behind the witch.

“So the civil servants have finally decided to take action.”

Whe he saw her, Supervisor Ooishi furrowed his brows together by the merest millimeter before he addressed the woman who had suddenly appeared in a subtle, dark-colored kimono and geta clogs.

“…Azami-san. Is there a reason a representative of the Saitou Clan is here?”

He asked.

“I bring a message from Oku-sama. ‘I do hope you can end this case safely,’ she says, as well as, ‘Use this to your best advantage.’”

Azami-san placed a piece of paper into Supervisor Ooishi’s hand and, with a bow, turned and disappeared in the direction she came.

Strangely, she disappeared into the crowd in an instant.

Although a woman in a kimono and wearing geta should have stood out.

“… What an eerie woman as always. What, she came all the way just to say that? She must have a lot of free time.”

The rough-looking Arata snarled that into the screen of his game console as he furiously mashed buttons.

The Witch cooed and placed a hand alongside her face, saying,

“Oooh my, the Saitou Clan is so cold~. Even though they hired me to watch over you lot~.”

“We don’t need it, so you can go away.”

Katsumi snapped right back at her.

The Witch smiled.

“Oh, but I’m getting paid qui~te a lot to be your support~. I’ve already notified the Blood Doctor to have beds open just in case~.”

“Tch! You –“

Before Katsumi could go any further, Supervisor Ooishi turned to the Witch.

“Nagi-san. What are the intentions the Association?”

Nagi the Witch just smiled as she placed a finger to her lips.

“Saa, who knows? I’m just a neutral, independent party, you know?”

She said.

“It bothers me that they have hired a neutral, independent party to watch us,”

Is what Supervisor Ooishi returned to her.

Even before they began their job, the members of Unit 2 were already on edge due to this exchange.

————–

“I suppose it was naive of us to counter a wind sickle with a paper jutsu user.”

Jurou said with a sigh.

The initial plan had been a disaster. Although the origami paper chain could act like steel wire when supplied with enough spiritual power, against something with a stronger power than what it contained, it could also be easily reduced to its paper state.

Against a moderately strong youkai armed with a sickle as its main form of attack, in hindsight it should have been obvious that Arata’s jutsu’s wouldn’t be enough.

Because of that, the kazekama’s movements weren’t restrained in the slightest, and it caught the rest of them unaware when it burst through its ‘restraints’.

Katsumi was unfortunate enough to take the kazekama’s sickle straight through the stomach, and the skin and meat on her arms were shredded to a pulp.

As she lay there unable to move, Jurou and Supervisor Ooishi moved in to subdue the kazekama, but as expected, without their fastest mobile attacker, it was impossible.

Gakuto and Arata hurriedly cast a flurry of illusions and then cloaked all of Unit 2’s members with a stealth barrier before making a hasty retreat.

Gakuto let out a huge sigh as he slumped against a wall.

“Our only saving grace is that the kazekama can’t get through the barrier, thanks to the barrier strengthening talisman the Saitous handed over… but I feel like they’re dissing me so sorry if I can’t feel appreciative.”

Gakuto’s legs trembled a little at the memory of how easily Katsumi, a woman he considered invincible, had been done in.

“Shut up, we’ll show them, that shitty youkai and those stuck up Saitous! Arata! Hand over the jerky! I’ll heal up and we’ll redo it correctly!”

“For crying out loud, don’t rush me, woman. In my Storage I also have hamburgers and yakitori. What do you want to do?”

“Give me everything! I have a hole in my stomach I need to fill!”

Watching Arata and Katsumi’s exchange, and then watching Katsumi ferociously wolfing down more protein than most people could eat in one sitting, Gakuto put a hand to his mouth, saying,

“…Somehow, watching the regeneration process of a mountain dog is making me feel sick.”

“Oh my, you lot are in bad shape if this is how it’s going to go~.”

The two who had just been watching through all this, Nagi the Witch and her assistant Kei, finally broke their silence.

That the kazekama hadn’t noticed either of them at all told of their abilities compared to everyone else present.

“Shut up! If you’re going to be so critical, then why don’t you do it?”

Katsumi snarled.

The Witch smiled as she said,

“Hm… I dont mind, but you’ll have to get your boss’s permission~.”

Her assistant sighed and reprimanded her, saying,

“Aruji, please think about this seriously. The Youkai Mitigation Unit’s compatibility with this youkai is too poor.”

“But, you know~, even if you say that, this youkai is only mid-level, right~? Even if you say they have bad compatibility, if they keep having to rely on my powers, they’re going to rack up a debt they could never pay in a lifetime, right~?”

“Aruji… Despite the poor way you said it, you can say some useful things sometimes. I wish you would say them more often.”

“Mou-! Even my assistant badmouths me to my face! Although that’s fine~.”

Despite the cryptic and candid parts of the conversation between The Witch and her assistant, Jurou picked up the important bits, and suddenly he understood.

“Ah… I see. The message from the mistress of Saitou; this is the level of youkai we should be able to deal with, is what she was saying.”

The Witch clapped her hands together, laughing as she said,

“Oh~, you understand it well. Although, since I am unofficially your auditor, you didn’t hear it from me~.”

Supervisor Ooishi stood there in silence for a moment.

“… Is it a well-meant warning? Or a threat?”

He finally asked.

The Witch just smiled.

“Hm. I don’t know, since I’m an independent contractor after all~? But if I had to say-”

“Aruji, there should be some client privacy.”

“Oooh, that’s no fun.”

But smiling that huge smirk like that, the Witch wasn’t convincing anyone that she wasn’t having fun.

Although she and her assistant would probably intervene if anyone was seriously in danger, Unit 2 understood that they were on their own.

“Dammit. *gulp* We can still do it. We were just caught unawares. We’ll still get that damn youkai before the night is over.”

Katsumi mumbled through a mouth full of food. She soon finished all the yakitori before moving on to the pile of hamburgers that Arata had somehow whisked out of thin air.

“Indeed. The kazekama is very reactive, so instead of an actual restraint, a flurry of Arata’s paper shiki would– “

Jurou began to say, when suddenly,

Fwoosh!

The hair on the backs of their necks stood on end.

“What is that ominous spiritual power-?”

Jurou muttered, turning his head in the direction the power surge was coming from.

“Rather than ominous, it’s just ra~ther strong.”

Nagi the Witch narrowed her eyes.

This was a power that she thought she might have felt before… although what she was thinking about DID have an ominous quality that night, compared to this power that was simply overwhelming because of its strength.

Was it the same…? If it wasn’t the same as THAT monstrous youkai, if there was actually another one of that kind of grade in this town…

The Witch was concerned over many things that occurred on THIS side of reality. A surprising proportion of her concerns were political in nature.

Supervisor Ooishi instantly jumped into alert-mode.

“Arata.”

He barked.

Arata nodded as a paper talisman attached itself to his console and his eyes searched the screen quickly.

“Yeah, two streets down, at the Uniqlo. The kazekama is there too, but … did something get into the barrier? It’s different from the kazekama… what is this? If that’s from an enemy, it’s making me want to run.”

Bang!

Bang! Bang! Bang!

“””…!”””

All members froze.

Arata laughed nervously.

“Ahahaha…That’s … gunshots, right?”

“Let us go.”

“Ah, wait! Jurou, Arata!”

Gakuto chased Arata and Jurou down the street as they moved in towards the location Arata had indicated. It would be hard to keep them cloaked if they moved too far away from him.

“What the – damn! I’m not fully healed!”

Katsumi began to furiously stuff the rest of the meat products into her mouth, half choking in her rush.

Supervisor Ooishi put a hand on her shoulder to calm her down, saying,

“Katsumi, I’ll carry you. Quickly. We need to get on standby. Witch, if you’d please. I’ll send you the payment through our office.”

“Right right~. It will be my neck if I let something with this much power loose. Kei~, send a paper shiki to the Saitou… no, let’s not. Send it to Suzu-chan instead~. Indeed, this is no longer the Youkai Mitagation Unit’s job.”

“Even so, we can at least gather information.”

Supervisor Ooishi said, looking at Nagi the Witch out of the corner of his eye.

————–

“…What… was THAT?! Was there any place for us to step in at all?!”

Arata yelped.

Still cloaked and hiding in the shadows, or rather on a fire escape, licking their wounds, Unit 2 were shocked by what they had just seen.

It didn’t last more than a few minutes, but from what they could see…

“I was only able to see about twenty of their exchanges, but the rest was too fast.”

Supervisor Ooishi said with a sigh.

“That’s great, all I saw was a blur! As I thought, it’s impossible without restricting the kazekama’s movements after all…”

Arata slid to the ground and looked up at the sky, as if to say, ‘What the hell am I supposed to do?’

Finally he said,

“…Hey, Jurou, that’s a six-tailed kitsune, isn’t it? Or like, that’s THE six-tailed kitsune, isn’t it?”

“It seems it is indeed, Arata-san.”

“How the fuck did it turn out like this?”

Jurou’s normally narrowed eyes opened just a crack as he stared down at the place the fierce battle had just occurred. In the dusk, a dim, yellow-green glow spilled out from underneath his eyelids.

“… That boy partially shares the kitsune’s scent, but I can’t imagine a child making a near godly youkai his familiar… I wonder what kind of circumstances they have… “

Jurou trailed off, a pensive look on his face

“Jurou. What is it?”

Supervisor Ooishi asked.

Jurou frowned slightly as he replied,

“I was just wondering where I have seen that man before.”

“Oh, that’s the new transfer to Unit 1.”

Katsumi spoke up from where she was re-adjusting the bandages and flexing her strangely already healed limbs..

The other members of Unit 2 stared at her in surprise.

Arata finally voiced what they were all thinking, although his eyes were fixed on his game. He was keeping track of the movements of the kazekama and the two civilians + kitsune.

“…It’s rare for Katsumi to remember someone.”

Pulling the medical wrap around her arm tight with her teeth, Katsumi said,

“Nnf. That guy, his bentous always smell really good.”

“… I should have known it would have been something like that.”

Arata rolled his eyes.

“So he’s an officer; I’d be worried otherwise, considering he has a gun.”

Gakuto said matter-of-factly.

… Come to think of it…

Jurou was better at hiding that thought, but Katsumi and Arata had it written all over their faces.

Jurou tilted his head, saying,

“I’m amazed he’s firing without hesitation. How is he going to give the account for those bullets back at headquarters?”

Still staring at his game console, Arata said,

“Put another way, an officer who doesn’t hesitate when it’s truly dangerous is a good officer, right?”

“No, I think it depends on the situation.”

Gakuto disapproved of a trigger-happy officer. Although technically, if he was in Unit 1 the man would be an inspector…

“… Hey, he’s in crime investigation, but he’s fighting a youkai. His profile wasn’t flagged as being someone involved in THIS side, or he would have been transferred to Unit 2 instead, right?”

Arata suddenly said.

Jurou frowned a little as he mused over the idea.

“Well, he’s a normal person, after all. But that’s true, even if he just believed in youkai they would have flagged his profile… I wonder how that happened. However… it seems he has no spiritual power to speak of, so… it would have to be magic, huh?

Arata made a rude noise.

“Pft. ’You’re going to be a wizard’ and all that? He’s a bit old to begin nurturing it, though. But a magic tool user is a different story…”

“Save that topic for later.”

Supervisor Ooishi cut into Jurou and Arata’s discussion of departmental recruitment and personnel training.

Jurou sighed.

“That’s right, if that monstrous youkai isn’t an enemy, our job is still to subdue the kazekama. We should do it before it catches up to those three agai -”

Before he could say anything else, everyone noticed the anomaly.

“Hey… where’d it go…?”

Arata began to panic. Even though he had his shiki out, he’d lost sight of the kazekama. This was the biggest blunder -!

The remnants of his paper shiki littered the streets.

Paper really had bad affinity – no, rather, Arata was beginning to understand just how much he had been slacking off on his training. Even if you say paper is naturally weak to wind and blade youkai, if he was just a little stronger this could have all been avoided.

“There-!”

With that yell, Katsumi leapt into action, gripping her saber. Fur and claws went through the air as she leapt towards what she had seen.

The kazekama had, with its ridiculous speed, suddenly appeared behind the guy from Unit 1.

There was no time.

At that moment, at the very moment when their brains had just registered the situation, the boy down below screamed.

“N-wai-[STOP]!”

————–

——Kousei Side——–

…?

The adrenaline is pounding through my veins, and I’m expecting to see blood at any minute, but … what happened?

Even though I didn’t expect the kazekama to actually stop – who cares about that?! Daiki-san-!

Eh. Daiki-san… Hello? Moshi moshi?

Wha-

*Cough.* *Cough cough.* *Cough hack cough cough coughhackgahkoffkoffkoffkoff*

“Uuuu…”

I groan, doubled over on the ground, trying to gasp for air. My throat, my head… it all hurts really bad all of a sudden.

Eh… blood. I coughed blood up in my hand, though?!

The pain that ran through my head disappeared in an instant, but the pain in my throat is lingering.

What’s it like… a mixture between the pain of a sore throat from coughing too much, and drinking extra-spicy hot sauce? Something like that.

…No, aside from that, this, it’s not a terminal illness, right?

Even though I don’t think that’s the case, what’s worrying is worrying!

“…Haa-!”

All of a sudden, Honoka makes a large sound, then comes rushing over.

Just when she attacked the kazekama from the side, so that she could put herself between it and Daiki-san, the kazekama also seemed to wake with a start as it sucked in a hissing breath of air before propelling itself out of the way of Honoka’s flame-covered arms.

At that same moment, Daiki-san took a gasp of air and fell over.

What is this unnatural…

“Dai…ki-sa-“

I try to call out to him, but my throat is having problems working.

Although he seems a little confused, Daiki-san calmly moved himself into a kneeling position while carefully aiming his gun.

“… you… strange. Power… That power… give me… you… power… take…”

Ugh-! Like a creepy broken record, the kazekama stands and stares at me, muttering and chattering to itself.

“…Hey, Honoka, that thing, it’s targeting Kousei now, isn’t it?”

Daiki-san says, keeping his gun and his eyes on the currently motionless youkai.

Honoka frowns, and just as alert as Daiki-san, she also keeps her eyes on the kazekama as she mutters,

“…It’s become like this after all. Even though it only wanted to get rid of us and get out of the barrier just a few seconds ago.”

Seriously. I don’t need this kind of popularity…

I only think that thought idly because I’ve thought that almost every day of this lifetime.

“But… yeah, even intelligent youkai would show this reaction if they were shown that kind of power. What a ridiculous master I’ve been picked up by.”

Honoka only mumbles her words this time, but I hear it all the same.

“What… do you mean…? *koffkoff* What happen…ed?”

“Save it for later, she’s coming.”

Honoka tenses, and sure enough, that kazekama leaps at us…

… into a cloud of… something?

What?

… Origami cranes?

It screws up the kazekama’s leap, and the kazekama falls short of Daiki-san and me.

“Hssssah-!”

In a fit of rage, the kazekama slashes wildly, shredding the cloud of paper, but a shadow suddenly appears, landing behind the kazekama with a thud.

A blade slices through the air, cutting its head off.

As the kazekama’s head sails through the sky, a woman’s voice slurs,

“Payback, ya bitch!”

A woman with strange, furry, beastial arms grins as she sent the head flying, but then a voice calls a warning out of nowhere.

“Oi, Katsumi, watch out!”

As expected of a youkai. Even with its head cut off, it’s still alive.

Or like, the head is moving by itself through the air!?

What is it, a rokurobi1 cordless version?!

Before the head could bite down on the woman with the sword, Honoka catches the head of the kazekama by its stringy hair and a white-orange fire lights from her grip, traveling swiftly up the hair as it screeches.

“GYAAAAA!”

“-Ah! This thing…”

It snapped away from Honoka, leaving bits of burning hair in Honoka’s grasp, in a desperate bid to flee from the fire, but

Bang!

Daiki-san, who had just been waiting for his chance to shoot this entire time, sent a bullet right between its eyes.

“Ooooooh….ooooh…”

The kazekama moaned, jittering.

“…I’ll destroy it now,”

Honoka began to say, the flames in her hands glowing even more fiercely, but the woman with the sword turned to her right and yelled,

“Jurou-!”

“Yes, yes…!”

A thud sounded and a short, slim man jumped down from above, wearing a hakama and haori.

Where did he – eh. There are people over there. I didn’t notice at all!

Although it’s a bit late… so these are the people who were hunting this youkai, huh?

The shorter man’s eyes were narrowed, but now he opened them wide. His eyes glow an eerie green-yellow.

The man moved forward, unhinged his mouth … unhinged… mouth… eh. EH? EEEEEH?!!!!

“H-h-he just… he just ate…”

I point with a trembling finger.

That man, he just ate the kazekama!!!!! Just chomped down on it, and sucked it all in!

Honoka moved to stand slightly in front of me, seeming to shield me from these new strangers. She frowned and said,

“Umu. That one is the descendent of an oni, it seems. I can understand that. But I don’t know what that girl is.”

Is that eating thing natural?! No, well, I do know low-powered and low-intelligence youkai eat each other to gain powers, but oni aren’t – eh, no, oni are known to devour despite having decent intelligence, but … this can’t be normal!

Eh… wait, so that woman with the sword and with fur on her arms and legs and those claws for nails are something Honoka doesn’t recognize? She has animal ears on her head and a tail as well.

They’re not as fluffy and supernatural-looking as Honoka’s, though. If I had to say, it looked more like an actual animal’s tail and ears.

As my mind reels in confusion and notices all the tiny, unimportant details while refusing to process the important information, the short man stands up and delicately places a sleeve-covered hand to his mouth.

His eyes are closed again and he gives a soft, well-mannered chuckle as he says,

“Thank you for the meal.”

… That’s freaking creepy.



    




	rokurobi – a woman/person youkai with a long neck whose head can move around as if flying through the air



<A/n: Mu. I was going so well, and then got hit with cold-type symptoms. Well, it went away soon so I was only delayed a couple days.>

      

Chapter 17: Meeting Unit 2 and the Witch

*Staaaaare*

In front of us are a woman with animal-like parts to her, a short and slim oni guy, a yakuza with a game console, and a guy with no particular notable qualities about him.

*Staaaaare*

… If you stare that hard, I’m going to blush~.

No, seriously, why are they all looking over here?

Every single one of them is staring right at me.

Why?! There’s a six-tailed kitsune right over here, though?! Isn’t that something way more interesting?!

The fact that I called her “that” is something I won’t be telling her any time soon.

Haa. What is with everyone…?

It’s taking everything I have to avoid hiding behind Honoka like a shy brat out with his mom.

*Step step step*

Geh. More people are coming…!

How populated this barrier is! Even though it was designed to keep people out!

Ah, no. Is it, like, a separate space?

I don’t know which of these is the way this barrier works, but why is there such a large(ish) population in here?

It’s two men and a woman who are approaching… eh.

Isn’t that the boing-woman and the man who princess-carri – I mean, her assistant.

I feel cold sweat forming on my back.

I-I-I am sooo BUSTED!

No, well, they saw me in the park in that whole mess with Honoka, right?

This isn’t going to turn out bad, is it?!

“…Supervisor Ooishi.”

Eh?!

Ah.

The person who broke the silence was Daiki-san.

He’s talking to the other guy who walked up, the one I don’t know.

…He’s tall. He’s the second tallest person I’ve seen in either lives.

Hang on.

Supervisor…?

Supervisor… Supervisor… If I remember right, Daiki-san’s supervisor is Supervisor Endo.

Then who is Supervisor Ooishi?

Ignoring my confusion, this Supervisor Ooishi nodded his head once and said,

“Thank you for your efforts.”

“Y,yes, thanks for your efforts, too.”

Daiki-san replied as if he was at work, but um…

Is this really the right situation for that!?

“Who might these be?”

Ah, Supervisor Ooishi gave a very pointed look in our, that is Honoka and my, direction.

… Ah, I see. Are we ignoring the fact that this is an abnormal situation? Is that what’s going on? Neglect play?

“Ah, these are my nephew and … um…”

Daiki-san stares at Honoka a second before he finishes with,

“A free-loader?”

“ “Familiar.” ”

Both Honoka and I say.

Oh, they’re surprised, they’re surprised.

Yes, I know, it’s hard to believe someone like me made a youkai like her a familiar, you don’t need to look so shocked…

Or like, despite the exaggerated expressions of shock in the background… I feel like I understand that boing-woman is a big shot so I’m not surprised that SHE’s not too surprised, but Supervisor Ooishi didn’t even change his expression at all.

What do you mean by just, ‘I see’?

And then there’s Daiki-san, who isn’t sure what there is to be surprised about.

It’s SO obvious that he doesn’t know a damn thing about youkai.

Well, yeah, he just found out about this stuff within the past half hour.

“Fufufufu… I see, I see. I thought it was weird an ordinary kid could wander into that mess last night. So you had some sort of plan after all, hm?”

Nononononono, you’re overestimating me VERY much!

Geh! Daiki-san, don’t give me that look.

“I…I don’t know what you’re talking about…”

Yeah, right. That’s the first excuse I can think of?!

Honoka~ save me~!

I don’t know if she heard the screams of my heart, but Honoka moves herself directly between that woman and me.

“Hm… you’re rather protective of him, aren’t you? Although I didn’t think the contract binding would be of the mutual type…”

The woman takes a step back and smirks like that.

Honoka tilts her head back a little, looking down her nose at the woman arrogantly.

“Fufufu, you must be joking. Do you think someone like me could be bound without a mutual contract?”

“Oh my~, well you certainly didn’t appear to be in a state for reasoning with last night~.”

*piku*

Honoka twitched.

Yes, sorry, she was there last night. I didn’t get a chance to tell you…

With a little eye roll at my apologetic look, Honoka turned her attention back to the woman.

“Oh you must be joking… Someone like me being so susceptible to miasma poisoning, as if that would be possible. I’ll admit it was intoxicating, but it could hardly be called losing my mind.”

… THAT’s what you’re going with?! Eh, but unlike me, Honoka actually looks like she’s telling the truth, so the woman backed off with,

“I see… though it’s still interesting that someone like him could manage to bind such a strong youkai, overflowing with miasma, isn’t it? I wonder exactly what his abilities are like~.”

“Oh dear, you do seem to be interested in elevating the status of his spiritual abilities, aren’t you?”

“Oh you must be joking~, I am simply making an observation.”

“Ara, when people like you get close to someone like him, there’s always some sort of ulterior motives, right?”

“Oh my, of course people would be interested in a person who could tame someone like you~.”

“…What is this…”

I can’t help the half-exasperated mutter from coming out of my mouth.

I’m half expecting them to start going, ‘Oooohohoho~!’ like some rich ojou-sans bad mouthing each other.

Everyone around us is just standing around watching this train wreck.

“Although, seriously speaking, there will be a lot of troublesome people popping up. I’m just trying to help you mitigate the problem, see~. I would imagine there are a lot of things an unskilled boy with all that power will get into. I specialize in connecting people into relationships that will be beneficial for them, see~.”

“Hoooh… beneficial for them, is it? And what does the person who does the connecting get out of it?”

Uwaaaaah… Honoka-kun, Honoka-kun, some kind of dark, firey aura is coming out of you… Eeeek…!

Or like, lady, you have guts to withstand this kind of intimidation!

…Ah. There are sweat drops appearing on her brow, even if her expression hasn’t changed.

Everyone else looks like they’re going to wet themselves.

Ah, Daiki-san isn’t used to this kind of thing at all…!

I tug at the hem of Honoka’s shirt.

“H-Honoka… uh… it’s a little…”

“Hm… it’s been awhile since I’ve done this. I can’t control my aura well yet…”

“Oi, that was totally bloodlust, not an aura!”

“Iyaaaahahahaha!”

“Don’t laugh it off!”

Just like flipping a switch, Honoka dispersed her aura.

“Fuuu… Six-tailed kitsune. While you are certainly powerful, for someone who hasn’t been awake for hundreds of years, the world has changed a lot, hasn’t it? It’s also true on THIS side of the world, you know~?”

Wow, that woman is talking like nothing happened, complete with her flippant tone. As I thought, she’s a big shot on THIS side, isn’t she?

“’So leave him to me’, that’s what you’re trying to say, hm?”

“Now I wonder~, I don’t know a thing about whether his Blessings would be compatible with mine? But coming under my name will give him some sort of protection. What I’m saying is out of concern you know? With what just happened tonight, you’re aware that it will be impossible to just keep him hidden, ri~ght?“

Eh. Is that true?

… Honoka, don’t just avoid eye contact with me, answer the question!!!!

“Aruji, you need to keep in mind, right now your overbearing manner is rather… how to say it … like you’re becoming a desperate used car salesman.”

“Ah! Kei, I’ll let a lot of things go, but calling me that is too much!”

“My apologies. It had to be said.”

… Although I thought he was just her yes-man, surprisingly, the guy in the suit seems to have a decent relationship with her.

The colorless woman huffed.

“Hmph. WELL. Either way, here’s my card if you change your mind. Bye bye~!”

She turns to leave, but then looks over her shoulder with a smug smile.

“Mm. It’s an enviable master-familiar relationship.”

Oh. She just disappeared, followed by the suit guy.

Because she went back through the barrier?

And what was that parting shot?

…Can it even be considered a parting shot?

I look down at the card she left in my hand.

Her card says…

I don’t know how to read this kanji. Something Kinjou.

Sorcery Master (Majutsu-shi). Mediator. Headhunter.

What the heck. They’re all so random!

And why ‘Sorcery Master, and in such big letters?! ‘Magic user’(mahou tsukai) would have done just as well, right…? It’s like the arrogance is just oozing off the large words.

Although I thought she was suspicious at first, now I just kind of…

Well, I mean, she seems like the troublesome kind of person you don’t want to deal with because they’re overbearing. It’s kind of like the feeling a chuunibyou patient gives you?

Like… she’s probably harmless, but it would be best not to get involved.

Either way, I put the card in my pocket.

“Supervisor! We need to get going. Gakuto’s at his limit.”

The yankee called over.

“…I see. Manabe-san, it seems we are out of time, but I would like to call you into Unit 2 tomorrow.”

It’s kind of hard to tell, but Supervisor Ooishi seems a little frustrated that the boing-woman cut into the conversation between him and Daiki-san.

Although you guys were all listening really intently too. There was no need to pay attention to me!

Daiki-san politely replies,

“If it’s about Unit 2’s operations, I won’t talk about it, though?”

Un, un! Daiki-san won’t talk about something that would compromise his family! Just look at him, he’s  the exact model of an upstanding civil servant!

Supervisor Ooishi looks down and points at the gun in Daiki-san’s shoulder holster.

“That. You need to file a report for the use of those bullets, right?”

“… Indeed.”

Daiki-san… you didn’t think about it at all, did you?

He’s making a face like a kid who just got caught with his hand in the snack cabinet.

L-let’s go home, Daiki-san.

————–

“…Hey, Honoka… what was all that about?”

“Ha… I have a ridiculous master, that’s what that’s all about.”

“I’m sorry! No, I get that, but I don’t know what happened…”

“And THAT’s why you’re ridiculous!”

“Even if you say that, I still don’t understand, though?!”

On the way back, after we left the barrier, the people returned and street noise can be heard.

That doesn’t stop Honoka and me from having a mini panic attack.

“Wait a minute. So what happened, that thing right before the youkai attacked me, where it felt like you couldn’t tell if you blacked out for a couple minutes or whatever; from how those people were acting… was that Kousei-kun?”

Daiki-san said.

Eh? EEEEEEH.

What is he talking about?!

“H-Honoka, explaaaaaain!!!”

Honoka sighed, covering her face.

The three of us, who looked like we were doing some kind of dramatic reenactment while walking down the street, must have been a strange sight, but that’s not important right now!

“You didn’t even realize it, huh? Just simply by screaming ‘Stop!’, you stopped everything within earshot.”

“… What is that. Too vague. Explain please!”

“E-ve-ry-thing! Everything was stopped! Breathing, heartbeats, electricity, everything stopped! If there was a bird it would have stopped flying, but it wouldn’t have fallen, because EVERYTHING was stopped.”

“Huh? Wait, how would-“

“Don’t think too deeply about it. It’s an effect made from imagination. Science only has as much to do with it as you wanted it to at the moment.”

Cop out answer.

But…

“Hang on, hang on, that kind of thing… it’s not like I was trying to do that? No way it would just happen on it’s-“

Honoka turns around and jabs a finger in my chest.

“You. You screamed hoping desperately hoping that kazekama would stop, right? Well, that’s basically a spell, a jutsu. Only, you have no control. Normally, no control means nothing will happen, or it will misfire. But you… somehow YOUR inability to control it means it hit more than the target … haaa… to think that it would happen in front of people…”

“So… this is bad?”

“Of course it’s bad! See, I’m a six-tailed kitsune. Exorcists would be falling over hand over foot to make me their subordinate, yah?”

Nod nod. That’s true. Any kind of person involved in THIS world would want a near godly youkai as their subordinate.

“That power you showed today, it’s WAY above that! That’s not kotodama (word magic) anymore, that was a subjugation of everything within earshot! Normally one would end up sacrificing his life doing something like that! You just ended up coughing up a little blood… what do you think people will think about something like that!?”

“Don’t call me ‘something like that’! …Eh. Isn’t this… kind of bad?!”

“So you get it, idiot Kousei!”

Owowow, she’s grinding her knuckles (not harshly) into my temples!

“… I don’t really get the details, but that means people might start targeting Kousei-kun? Isn’t there something we can do?”

Ah! Thanks Daiki-san! Even if she wasn’t going at it full strength, my head hurts…

“Hmph. Even if you ask me… what that woman said is unfortunately right. I don’t know what kind of state THIS side of the world is in, not the people who are involved nor the factions that divide this town. I’ve been out of this world for too long. If it comes down to brute force, well, I’ll likely be able to do something about it, but the things on THIS side of the world are often the type to slink around in the shadows, if you know what I mean.”

Honoka releases me and frowns, upset, as she thinks back to what that woman had said.

“There are a lot of organizations and politics involved, you mean?”

Daiki-san asks.

“Mn. Given the state of the mundane world, it’s not unlikely that it’s become like that in THIS world.”

“Haa…”

Daiki-san heaves a sigh full of frustration.

“Well, just like you, I’ll give my all to protect Kousei. He’s my precious, slightly foolish master who gave me more than you can imagine. I will protect it all properly, both my master and the things he cherishes, because I want to, not just because I’m bound to.”

I’m touched, but…

“…But Honoka, you still have your own circumstances.”

“… I know, but I’ve begun thinking that I will become a little brazen, if it means I can stay here by Kousei and Daiki-san’s side and protect them.”

Daiki-san chuckled a little at Honoka’s words.

“As reassuring as it is, I’m fine. Just protect Kousei-kun. He’s the one who is going to have a bad time, right?”

“Nono, that’s not good at all. Now that you’ve been exposed to it, Daiki-san will be dragged into all sorts of things on THIS side of the world.”

“Huh? Is that how it is?”

Daiki-san’s eyes are like dots.

Hah… yeah.

“…That’s why I’ve been keeping quiet and away from people all this time…”

Ah. When I said that, Daiki-san went slightly pale, and his face is all, ‘oooooh, so that’s how it is.’

“… Sorry, Daiki-san.”

It’s like this for my aunt and Kenji-san, too. Just because I left their household doesn’t mean their connection to the supernatural is cut.

With this kind of thing it’s easy to fall in, but it’s hard to climb out.

…Eh? Ah!

Daiki-san suddenly grabbed the gloomy me and messed up my hair violently.

“Haa. What sorry? Isn’t this much better? It’s hard to bear it all alone, right? The more expressive Kousei-kun isn’t too bad. Anyway, I’ll properly have some sempai in this field right at the department, so you don’t need to mind me.”

…Daiki-san is a person that’s too good for mankind.

Ah, no good. I feel like crying.

Luckily we’re close to our house, so…

…Eh. There’s a guy sitting outside our gate?

He’s HUGE- ah.

Daiki-san and Honoka tense when they see him, but I know that giant. He’s the number 1 tallest person I’ve ever seen in both my lives.

“… Eh. Saru-san?”

How did he find me?

His hair is rough, he has a western-type of prominent nose and a bushy beard, and then there’s that height … but he actually is Japanese, apparently.

I’m not sure how, exactly… maa, there are different circumstances for everyone.

“Oooh, Kousei-kun!”

As we approach, he lifts his hand with a friendly smile.

“Do you know that man, Kousei-kun?”

Daiki-san asks.

I hesitate a little before replying,

“Know him… well, he’s the one who made the paper wards I put up in our house.”

I mean, at this point, what’s the use of keeping these secrets from Daiki-san?

We have already gone past the point of no return.

I’m sorry, Daiki-san. Your life has become something irreparable.
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Chapter 18: The House Call

“Aruji, what are your intentions on that young man?”

In a certain office above a small stationary store, the Witch and her assistant, Kei, walked in without turning the light on.

The Witch flopped herself down on the couch.

“Fufufu, I’m a neutral party, you know? What kind of ‘intentions’ could I have?”

“… That’s true as well.”

Kei doesn’t deny the fact that his Aruji actually has no intentions to control the kid. He knows her mind better than … well, no one else could even entertain the idea that they knew her mind.

“But… you know, seeing a kid like that…if he’s going to get into trouble anyway, I might as well take him in… It’s that kind of thing.”

“… Much like Aruji’s own master (shishou).”

Kei quietly brought over the tea he had made while his Aruji lazily lounged on the couch.

He placed it softly on the table in front of her.

She snorted as she picked it up with one hand, blowing on it a bit, then said with a sneer,

“Hmph. Who’s like that meddlesome old codger? Anyway, it’s not a bad story if we’re talking about having him help out with the other brats, right?”

“Haa… so you’re going to be using him anyway.”

“Oh my, can you not put it like that? The work is easy with little risk, it could be considered a part-time job in THIS world. He can leave at any time with no strings attached, learn a lot and gain experience at his own rhythm, and be protected under my name as long as he wishes.”

“Don’t get me wrong, Aruji. I understand your intentions, but it can only look like a desire to monopolize a powerful person from another person’s standpoint.”

“Well, that’s inevitable. It IS like I’m trying to slap my nametag on him, right?”

“That is… certainly true. But Aruji, if he joins us, WE will be in quite the hot spot. News is going to spread about that boy whether we wish it to or not.”

“Fumu. Indeed.”

“… Aruji. It’s not like you to pick a fight, not with the Saitou or the Association.”

“Fumu. Indeed.”

“… Shall I tell you what you are thinking? Ahem. ‘Those foolish seers and diviners are stirring up a huge pot of unrest, and looks like that boy is likely to get caught up in the power struggle, so let me snatch him up first~.’ Am I correct?”

“Ooooh, excellent mimicry! That’s right. With this, too much power doesn’t flow to any of them, and the balance is still preserved, no?”

“Aruji, you… acting completely foolishly, but actually being this conniving… This is why you’re called a Witch, you know? It’s an insult to actual witches.”

“Mou-! Be worried first and foremost that it’s an insult to ME! … Well, it’s fine, though.”

Kei sighed heavily, placing a hand to his forehead.

“Haa… Aruji, if that’s the case, it would be best to say it clearly. Even if you say that six-tailed kitsune hasn’t been in this world for several hundred years, she is apparently still quite cunning. Aruji’s sly way of speaking won’t win her or the boy over.”

“Ara, come to think of it…”

“Aruji!”

“… Well, let’s let those girls handle it? He’s a boy in his puberty, so they’ll be good negotiators, kukukuku.”

“Aruji…”

Kei pinched the bridge of his nose. His Aruji was horribly incorrigible.

————–

——Kousei Side——–

“Sorry, Daiki-san…”

I’m apologizing again.

I mean, after all that fuss tonight, and now we have a guest.

“It’s fine. You owe him a lot, right? I don’t really understand all the details, but you can just explain them all to me later.”

Daiki-san helps me bring out the tea and snacks.

“Ku-ha! Ah, this tea really hits the spot! Mm… as I thought, the only place better than home is Kousei-kun’s house! It feels suuuper relaxing! Ah, no, Mr. Guardian, I don’t plan to stay the night.”

“Ahahaha… it’s fine. If there’s no place for you to stay…”

“No, no, no, that’s not at all why I came. I have some business with Kousei-kun. Normally I’d like to discuss it in private, but… it seems the situation is a little different from before?”

Saru-san’s sharp eyes glint as he notes Honoka nearby.

As expected, he can tell she’s a youkai.

Hm…? Is it just me or does Honoka seem suspicious of Saru-san? No, it’s like she seems kind of confused about him?

Still looking at Honoka, I say,

“It’s fine to talk about it here. What’s the business? It’s the wards after all?”

Saru-san took another long draught from the teacup after I refilled it.

“Yah. I thought it was about time you’d need new ones.”

“So, are those things something that loses effectiveness over time?”

Eh? Ah. Daiki-san is trying to understand… urgh. I really brought some troublesome things onto him, but rather than sitting around in shock, he’s actively trying to learn about things.

Daiki-san’s amazing.

“Hm? No, not really, but see, I met this kid when he was little, and his powers were already that problematic… As brats grow up, their powers tend to change. While some lose their powers, others will have those powers increase. As I thought, from the day he picked me up, his powers have grown so much.”

Daiki-san reacted to that.

“Picked up?”

“I was just-! He was eating the offerings I threw out, so I fed him… It’s not like I let him in the house or anything.”

Oh… I forgot to set out the offerings today after offering them. Hm. It would be okay to eat them ourselves, I guess.

While I’m thinking that, Daiki-san sighed a little, saying,

“…Kousei-kun. You’re not going to be picking up every stray cat and dog, right…?”

“I won’t!”

Jeez!

It’s just hard to ignore a grown man who looked like he hadn’t eaten in ages!

And besides, I only gave him my bento. And then he waited for me to get back from school and gave me those wards. I didn’t actually let him into the apartment where I lived all by myself!

Yeah, Saru-san showed up a few more times over the years at that same spot to check up on me, and I always ended up feeding him, but that’s all!

…. No, I get it, it’s totally suspicious, huh…?

It turned out for the best, though. The only way I could have a restful time at home was thanks to the wards Saru-san made for me.

Really, I’m grateful from the bottom of my heart.

*Ding dong*

“Hm? Oh, were you lot expecting guests? This ossan feels bad for barging in uninvited~!”

Saru-san says, looking towards the front door.

“Guests? At this time?”

Daiki-san said with a frown.

“I’ll get it.”

“Eh? Wait, Kousei-kun-!”

Ignoring Daiki-san, I go to open the door.

This is another reason why I didn’t want Daiki-san to know. Now he’s going to worry about every little thing…

I open the door just a crack.

“Excuse me, who might you be?”

“Fumu. I am a guest who’s come calling on Kousei Ishikawa-san.”

Uwah, an arrogant woman’s voice… I don’t recognize it, though.

I open the door a little more and peer out.

The air feels like it became electrified just by letting this person’s presence in.

What is this…?!

“W-w-who might you… be?”

Ah, I forgot, I already asked that!

My voice squeaks as I somehow manage to stammer it all out again and my eyes adjust to … to what?

Ah… now that I get a good look, it’s a woman with a flamboyant look similar to that boing-woman, but if that woman was colorless, this woman is the exact opposite.

She’s wearing a bright red, skirt business suit with what looks like a white, winter long-coat trimmed with fur draped over her shoulders. Her face is done up with makeup, and her lips are the same red as her skirt suit. Her jewelry is gold and flashy.

… No, seriously, who ARE you?

“O-o-o-o-Inari-sama?!”

EH.

“What?!”

I say, accidentally flinging the door wide open as I turn to see Honoka, pale and trembling, prostrate herself.

I turn back with a,

“Ah! She came in!”

“Hooooh, so that one was here after all. Hm? Should I not have come in, boy, no, master of the six-tailed kitsune?”

“Geh! No, that is, uh…!”

What do I say?!

“Fufufu, such an honest, naive one. I see, I see. Is that how the contract was made?”

Eh? Huh? What does she mean?

Is my stupidly naive (I’ll admit it!) demeanor reflecting badly on Honoka?

“No, I mean, for one of the Ookami to come to my house like this, this is obviously something I’m not prepared for!”

“Oh? Even though you have that Daimyoujin over there?”

Eh.

What did she say?

Did I hear that correctly?

Turning my head slowly, my eyes follow her pointing finger to…

…

… Yeah, there’s no doubt.

She’s pointing at Saru-san.

I feel sweat drops forming on my temple.

With extremely polite language, I ask,

“S-saru-san… um… who might you be?”

“Hm? Sarutahiko-ookami, though?”

“What is with this situation?!”

The shock was too great, and my retort burst out of me.

Why are two of the great kami in my house-?!

————–

Two of the seven great kami are in my house, drinking beer and sake and eating kaki-pi.

WHAT IS THIS?!

…Ah, Daiki-san, you don’t have to awkwardly join them, looking like you’re being forced to drink with a superior after work.

No good. His brain stopped processing information a LONG time ago.

Honoka is sitting there in seiza completely rigid, looking like she’s going to die from the stress at any moment.

Me? I’m in the kitchen.

With my hands busy and my mind running full steam while it’s keeping track of the menu and the order everything has to be done in, it’s the only way I can keep from just blanking out and shutting down.

With the excuse that I should make drinking snacks to go along with the beer, I ran away from the crazy situation happening in our living room.

I can hear them well, though, since the kitchen is just right there.

“Kukuku, hiding your divine aura, and ACTUALLY turning into a vagabond? Exactly what are you doing?”

“Hah, I can say the same for you. Looking like some money greedy stereotype. Hey young man, you’re taking such small sips! Drink more, drink more!”

“Ah…hahaha…”

Oh man, it totally just sounds like two old friends who haven’t met in a long time going on a drinking spree. Plus one poor subordinate who missed his chance to go home a long time ago.

… I’d better give Daiki-san a hand.

“D-Daiki-san, can you give me a hand bringing these out?”

“Y-yes!”

… You sure got up fast.

What we’re bringing out is boiled and salted edamame, chicken tsukune, grilled mushrooms, and white fish tempura.

Even I’m amazed at how quick I got them done.

Ah, and one more… even though I was planning to make these for Honoka… I’ll leave some of it behind in the kitchen.

Plastic wrap, plastic wrap…

If I had known about all of this, I would have gotten fresh clams and prepared a menu and shopping list so I could have made fancier things…

… No. Who the hell could have known about having guests of THIS caliber over?!

Or like, if I had known about this, I would have a list of all the reasons why Honoka should stay as my familiar written up to be able to beg Inari-ookami to let her live.

“So? Why is the very busy Inari-sama visiting the house of a kid like this?”

As I set the small plates and chopsticks in front of them, Saru-sa – ah, no, Sarutahiko-ookami, said that.

With her sake glass half lifted to her mouth, Inari-ookami said,

“Ah? Ah, I’m here on business, see?”

“Fumu. Then, as I thought, that’s the one who has been sleeping underneath the wisteria all this time.”

Inari-ookami chuckled.

“Fufu. Isn’t the bigger question here why Sarutahiko-sama is visiting a house like this?”

“Gahaha! I took an interest in that kid!”

…What a flimsy reason.

“U-um… so, may I ask what kind of business O-Inari-sama might have with me?”

I finish stalling – I mean, setting everything out and finally ask that question.

Not like I don’t know, but…

“You picked up something that once belonged to me… no. You already know the circumstances, it seems.”

Eh? Mind-reading?!

“Everything you think comes right out on your face, after all, like how you think polite speech is a pain. It’s fine to just call me Inari-sama, or Inari-nee-san, fufufu.”

“…”

Saru-sa – Sarutahiko-ookami chokes on his beer as he tries to force back a burst of laughter.

Crap.

Like I can just NOT use polite speech!

“Um, O-Inari-sama, it’s not like Honoka broke the seal, you know-?”

“So you won’t use Inari-nee-san, hm…”

“Who would?!”

Ah.

“Kukuku. I see, Saru, he is in interesting boy.”

“Right?”

… Ah, mou, someone save me-!

“But boy, rather than my kitsune, don’t you think you’d be more suspicious on the one who broke the seal?”

“… Ah.”

Come to think of it… Eh? Huh? I’m the most suspicious one?!

“Well, I already know about the circumstances. Both the perpetrator and the one who set out to stop her are those sworn into my service, after all.”

“H-heh…”

Don’t do that! Holy heck, when Inari-ookami swelled up her bloodlust like that, I almost wet myself!

“What I want to know from you is whether you know of that one’s past, why you took her as a familiar, and how you managed to do it.”

At that last one, Inari-ookami’s eyes narrowed. I feel like I’m a frog being stared at by a snake.

“Um, yeah, Honoka told me about her past before we became master and familiar…”

“Fufufu, so Honoka really is her new name. How is it spelled?”

“…E-exactly as you think it would be…”

“Ohohohoho!”

Inari-ookami found it quite funny.

Eh? Eh?

Normally you wouldn’t laugh that hard over it, right? Wasn’t it a case where Honoka let a really, REALLY important rice paddy be burned down? To laugh at my poor naming sense… well, I guess even for a kami, 2000 years is enough time to let your rage die down, maybe?

“And, so why and how did you make her your familiar?”

“That’s… I… uh…”

Uh oh, my eyes are swimming.

“I… wonder how I made her my familiar…?”

… Ah, I shocked the great Inari-ookami into silence.

“… Rieko, no, Honoka, what is the meaning of this?”

So Honoka’s name was Rieko before I named her.

“I-it’s a good question. He was attempting to seal me back in the rock, I believe, O-Inari-sama.”

“Gahahaha! Kousei-kun, you never fail to be entertaining!”

Saru-saaaaan-! Please stop, we’re all confused!

“Well, there was nothing left of the rock, so it’s only normal that such a thing would fail, but to misfire into a familiar contract … no, that’s absurd!”

Ah, sorry, Inari-ookami. I have no idea.

Inari-ookami huffs a bit angrily, but takes a drought of the sake.

“Well, I understand. You didn’t plan to make her a familiar, is that it? I know you aren’t lying, at least.”

I’m so relieved she believed us, but so simply?

“We kami have the [Eyes of Truth], you know? It’s not strange.”

Oh. Thanks for the explanation, Saru-sa – Sarutahiko-ookami. But…

“… Is my expression that easy to read?”

“Well, yeah.”

“So then, let me change my questions. Why did you try to seal this ridiculously powerful six-tailed kitsune?”

Inari-ookami steered the conversation back on track.

“That’s… when Honoka felt the seal begin to go… somehow… I wanted to do something, since she said she didn’t want to go on a rampage…?”

“…Hold on. That makes it sound like you could converse with Honoka before the seal broke.”

“Huh? Oh, yeah.”

Inari-ookami started muttering things like, “Did the seal weaken?” and “Was the maintenance done properly?”

“For some reason, I could also hear the radio, and satellite television.”

Honoka timidly adds that information.

“…”

“…”

“Saru, have you heard of sealed ones being able to hear satellite television?”

“… First I’ve heard of it. Couldn’t it be because she was sealed directly under the wisteria?”

“… I see. I had wondered why Tsunato didn’t turn into a sea of flames, but you somehow kept your sanity these long years by being able to hear about the things going on outside. Or rather, I was wondering how you were speaking so well in the modern age.”

Sea of flames… I keep forgetting that Honoka was that type of youkai. The kind who could easily decimate a city.

“Then how was it that you were able to converse with this boy?”

Inari-ookami jabs a thumb at me.

“I wonder…?”

“…”

I have nothing to say either.

“Haa…”

Inari-ookami heaves a sigh and ruffles her hair in frustration.

“Fine, I get it. Boy, you should learn not to answer strange people.”

“She was singing anime theme songs. It was driving me crazy.”

I know, I know I should have ignored it, but do you understand how freaking annoying that is-!?

“… What… exactly is this relationship…?”

Inari-ookami looks at us like she’s looking at something seriously weird.

I think we’ve set a precedence. In what, I don’t know, but we’re definitely the first ones.

“Haa… okay, fine. So? What are you going to do with her, now that you’ve made one of the most powerful youkai your familiar?”

…So Inari-ookami is just going to put all that aside for now.

“What… uh… what does Honoka want to do?”

“Protect Kousei and the things he wants to protect.”

…! That’s-! I’m touched, but, like I thought earlier, it’s so embarrassing! Especially when you respond right away like that!

“Fwahahaha!!! No ulterior reasons and no ambitious plans at all! So? Inari-chan, what are you going to do with this ridiculous situation?”

Saru-sa – Sarutahiko-ookami slapped his knees while laughing uproariously.

“… Is it that funny?”

I ask.

“Of course! Who contracts a six-tailed kitsune who was once a servant of Inari on a whim for no reason? Most people would fail the contract procedure and die, you know?”

“That’s funny?!”

Ooooi-!

I clutch my head with both of my hands.

“U-um!”

Honoka spoke up suddenly.

Hm? Up until now she only spoke when spoken to or when she thought she should add some information.

“I-I know this is shameless of me, with the transgressions I have done against O-Inari-sama, but I have a request!”

…Eh?
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Chapter 19:  Undefined Terms

It was 9 AM in a certain office in a certain building in Washington DC.

*Briiing*

A short ring from a cellphone sounded, and the woman with gleaming silver eyes, seated at the gorgeous, mahogany desk covered in papers, gave a slight sigh of irritation.

When she checked her phone, however, her expression tightened and she stood up.

“…It seems I will need to go to Japan for a bit.”

“Wha-, but Secretary Ergane, there’s still the matter of the reception at the Hirshhorn –“

“It’s not like I’ll be showing myself there, right ‘Acting Secretary’ Gershwin. Or should I say, the publicly acknowledged ‘Secretary’?”

“… *sigh*. But what is going on, that you need to go to Japan?”

“Fufufu. Something interesting, it seems.”

At that, the man who was seated at another, similar mahogany desk just gave up and sighed.

“To desert in the pursuit of something interesting… how like Minerva, I suppose?”

The woman, with her gorgeous, olive-colored skin and curly, dark hair bundled in the back, her prominent nose, and her smoky silver eyes was captivating in the sunlight as she just smiled coyly before leaving the room.

Glinting in the sunlight, on a slightly elevated, red satin pedestal on the woman’s desk was a gold medallion with an owl relief that had yellow sapphire eyes and an olive branch. Carved into it were the words,

For the increase and diffusion of knowledge among men.

————–

But now, let us rewind a little bit.

——Kousei Side——–

Honoka, who had splendidly done a dogeza in front of Inari-ookami, was trembling as she spoke.

“I-I know this is shameless of me, with the transgressions I have done against O-Inari-sama, but I have a request!”

Eh… H-Honoka… what are you doing…?

“Hoooh. And what might that be?”

Inari-ookami’s mouth is smiling, but her eyes are pre-tty … not smiling.

“Th-that is, my master, Kousei-sama.”

Stop with the “sama”! It’s making me feel itchy!

“My master Kousei-sama has a matter that I request of O-Inari-sama to look into.”

… I do?

…Ah! It can’t be-! Honoka, you! If you noticed I completely forgot about it, tell me first! Ah, mou-! Putting her neck on the line like this-!

“That is… K-Kousei-sama has a problem with his Blessings …”

“If it’s that, then taking it to a shrine that analyzes the ‘special’ Blessings would be fine.”

Inari-ookami is clearly uninterested.

Or like, what are ‘special’ Blessings?!

“N-no, it’s not like that…”

Honoka is strangely tripping over her words. No, it’s not strange at all.

For the sassy, prideful Honoka to be like this in front of one of the great kami, it’s not weird at all.

“Ah, mou-!”

I stop her by putting a hand out. If she kept it up, I’m sure it would feel like torture to her.

“Um… what Honoka is asking about is for my sake… but first of all, what are ‘special’ Blessings?”

When Inari-ookami said “special Blessings”, I had glanced over at Daiki-san, but he also had a blank look on his face.

That’s why I thought that first, we should figure out what ‘special’ Blessings were.

But when I ask that, Inari-ookami looks genuinely surprised.

“… I would imagine you would know. They’re the Blessings that are only revealed for people on THIS side of the world. If you had your Blessings revealed through [Oracle] at a shrine, if you had [Oracle], [Clairvoyance], [Sixth Sense] or the like, they should have performed the ritual ‘Unleashing the Blessings’, which would have unlocked the Blessings that most people have long since forgotten about. Ah, could it be you never went to a shrine?”

“…I have been to many shrines all over Tokyo, though…”

I have, and I still have no clue about what you are talking about.

But I don’t have [Oracle] or [Sixth Sense], you know…

“Uh… Kousei-kun doesn’t have [Oracle] or [Sixth Sense], so I don’t think either of us know about something like that.”

Oh, exactly what I was thinking, Daiki-san!

There’s just too much information for me to process through right now, so I got a little confused.

Inari-ookami – eh, and Saru-san too? – sat up quickly.

“…Wh-“

“Nah, that’s impossible. Youkai and the things from THIS side of the world rarely take interest in anything that can’t see them. Or should I say, there are a lot of stuff from THIS side of the world that aren’t able to see those who can’t see them.”

Saru-sa – Sarutahiko-ookami said. He continued, while pointing to Daiki-san.

“I’d wager this one here gets [Involved in Mysteries] pretty soon… no, even if he isn’t pre-ordained to have it, the great I will bestow it on him. It’s for his own protection to unlock the ‘special’ Blessings, since it’s inevitable that he becomes involved from now on.”

“W-wait, hang on… that’s too much information… Seriously, wait! So you’re saying, there’s a whole list of Blessings that are usually inaccessible?!”

Seriously, you’re dropping too many bombs on us! Look, Daiki-san’s eyes have turned into dots!

“Fufufu. Indeed. To keep the mundanes from intruding into THIS side of the world… ah, Honoka wouldn’t know about that, though. The seal on those Blessings happened a little under 2000 years ago, not long after you were sealed, during the Darkening.”

The Darkening is a known historical event that didn’t happen in my previous world.

For some unknown reason, the highly advanced world was suddenly demolished. The reason this world is currently at roughly the same technological advancement to my previous world is because of this.

By the way, this world is older than my previous world.

“However… for someone with this much spiritual power to not have [Oracle] or [Sixth Sense] is beyond me.”

Inari-ookami leans in, staring at me like I’m some rare specimen.

“K-Kousei-sama has a Blessing that is unreadable by both the human machines and [Oracle], so I wondered if it wasn’t written in the Language of the Gods…”

Honoka said.

A glint lit up in Inari-ookami’s eyes.

“Hmmmmm? I see. And that is why this one here has risked her neck to petition myself. Hmph. It seems like she’s already your’s, Kousei-kun.”

Inari-ookami says it like she’s pouting, but she doesn’t look all that displeased.

Just when I was thinking that…

Eeeeeh-!

I-Inari-ookami-sama, your face is too close-!

“Well, for now let’s see what you have…”

“Aaaah-! No fair. I want to see too~.”

Ignoring Saru-san, Inari-ookami touched my forehead lightly, and …

…!

I feel like I’m falling backwards, but … I don’t think I am really.

“Hoho… I see. [Social], [Calculation], [Japanese Language], [Throw], and [Domestic Chores]. It’s surprising to see someone pre-ordained with [Throw] and [Domestic Chores] together… Let’s see, so the one in question is… … What is THAT?”

Although I feel a little dazed, somehow I hear that last statement, and it makes me feel very worried.

“I-is it impossible, then…?”

Honoka’s voice kind of fell. Oooh, her ears and tails are all drooping, too.

It’s kind of cute, but this isn’t the time to be thinking that.

“… I’m honestly baffled. I can read it, but understanding exactly what it means and how this boy received them… I’m at a loss. Oi, Saru, come here.”

“Heeeh, let’s see, let’s see… … Hm.”

The two kami have serious looks on their faces.

What is this, this feeling of impending doom?

While making a troubled face, Inari-ookami said,

“… Well, first of all, I understand why it’s written in the Language of the Gods. There’s not really… a translation for them.”

…Eh.

No, well, I guess that makes a lot of sense… no, I have no idea. What’s written there?!

Although it didn’t feel real this entire time, suddenly I realize that I’m so close to unraveling a mystery that I’ve lived with for 16 years and I’ve gotten impatient in spite of myself.

“Mm… well, if I were to say it, the main Blessing is something like… one that surpasses the limits of humans?”

Saru-san says.

Inari-ookami shakes her head and corrects him with,

“Fumu, it’s not the [Super Human] or [Transcendent Being] Blessings, though. It’s somehow… more like one that is not limited by the true sense of reality. Or one that is incompatible with the laws of reality?”

…First of all, what’s with those two Blessings? [Super Human]? [Transcendent Being]? Are we in some kind of manga?

Those are actual Blessings?!

And second, sorry, I don’t know what the hell those rough translations are trying to convey. I understand that it’s something kind of amazing, though.

Ah, Daiki-san has once again stopped processing information

“S-so, that weird Blessing is the one that draws youkai to me?”

I ask.

“Hm… well, the Sub-Blessing that’s at Lv10 is why you can see them so well. That’s a Blessing that normally only the gods and kami have. It has the meaning of possessing the eyes that can see the world as it is.”

“… What?”

I stare at Saru-san as he tries to explain.

“Well, basically, the weird veil that descended between the supernatural and the mundane during the Darkening doesn’t affect you at all. Let’s just call that ‘Eyes of the World’ or something.”

“Wouldn’t ‘Eyes that Pierce the Veil’ be more accurate?”

Inari-ookami says, but Saru-san just replies,

“Too long.”

“Ah. Then, ‘Fairy Sight’?”

“What the hell is that? It’s not like he can see through illusions. There’s already a Blessing called [Fairy Sight].”

…There is?

“Then… ‘True Sight’.”

Inari-ookami sure is persistent.

“Hm… Yeah, why not. It’s different from [Eyes of Truth] and [Clairvoyance]. Sure, it seems to suit.”

“…Hold on. What are you guys doing…?”

I finally ask.

“Ahahaha, well, if there’s no translation, we just have to make one, right? So that one will be [True Sight] from now on.”

Saru-san laughs.

“Is that okay?!”

What is going on… Why do I feel like we’re changing ‘Reality’ here?!

“The Lv 4 one is something like [Enchant], but to a higher degree… or rather, that’s also something only gods have, huh? Um… How about ‘Bestowal’?”

“Ah-! That’s a good one, Inari-chan! Then, the Lv3 one would be… hm, it’s similar to kotodama, so let’s just call it ‘Super Kotodama’.”

“…Are you stupid? Since kotodama isn’t an actual Blessing, it’s okay to just call this one ‘Kotodama’, right?”

“Hm… it’s not really kotodama, though. It’s like, the realization of desires through the voice. Onseidama?”

“… ‘Voice of Power’ is fine, right?”

“Un, let’s go with that.”

“Waitwaitwaitwaitwait! First of all, what are all of those? Second of all, is it okay to decide those so easily?!”

Even if they are the great kami, that is, gods, I couldn’t stand to listen to it anymore and interrupted them.

“Ah, come to think of it, we were supposed to be explaining them, hm? Inari-chan, you explain it, it’s tiring.”

… Saru-san, don’t say something so irresponsible!

“Hm, well okay. So you have these Blessings, right?”

As Inari-ookami explained, she waved a hand and my mysterious Blessing showed up, as if written in light.

[xxxxxxxxxxx] Lv6

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[xxxxxxxxx]Lv8

||>[True Sight]Lv10

||>[Bestowal]Lv4

||>[Voice of Power]Lv3

Instead of the corrupted text, it’s just marked out text. It’s similar to how [Oracle] shows it to priests and priestesses, apparently.

Uwaaaah… those names Inari-ookami and Sarutahiko-ookami were coming up with actually overwrote the unknowns…

“Those three Sub-Blessings, that are now given names in the human languages, are ones that normally only gods, like us ookami, and the lesser kami have, which is why they weren’t translated for a while. [True Sight] means that you can see and experience everything THIS side of the world contains past the Veil that came down upon humans during the Darkening. This is why you can see all those youkai, and why it will be possible for you to experience all the supernatural and magical things that the mundane world has forgotten.””

“… Magic?”

Saru-san just nods as I look at him.

… I already feel dizzy.

Inari-ookami ignores the slight interruption.

“Bestowal is something that normally only the gods, like us ookami, have. The power to bless things so that they have certain effects. Among non-gods, there’s a lesser Blessing called [Enchant], but that requires a lot of technical things like spells and techniques. Bestowal is something like… hm…”

As Inari-ookami tries to think of something, Saru-san lifts up a piece of whitefish tempura.

Eh-! That’s the last piece! Since when did he… hey, I don’t think Inari-ookami ate a single thing yet, Saru-san!

“You, who put your all in cooking, have bestowed a bit of power in everything you make, you know. The desire for those who eat your food to remain healthy, to become strong, to eat it and be comforted; those strong feelings actually left that kind of power in your food.”

“Eh…”

I’m not convinced.

“Ah! Saru-! You, making me talk so you can just eat everything!”

Inari-ookami is actually angry-! Ah! She swiped the entire plate of inari-zushi away from Saru-san’s chopsticks. As I thought, THOSE would be popular with her… wait, now’s not the time for that.

“That… I noticed that as well, Kousei… sama.”

Honoka, it’s fine, forget the sama-!

Eh. Wait, … ah! Could the reason she was confused at the ramen shop be because of that?

Pouting a little as Inari-ookami swiped more food out of reach of his chopsticks, Saru-san sighed, then pointed his chopsticks at Daiki-san.

…That’s bad manners, you know…

“Haven’t you noticed anything while eating the food he prepares? The fact that you never had a cold, the fact that you calm down after eating it… that sort of thing.”

Daiki-san has a blank look on his face, then slowly says,

“I… haven’t been with him long enough to notice that I’ve never had a cold or anything… but come to think of it, the stiffness in my shoulder has disappeared and hasn’t come back…”

Ooooi, that’s just a coincidence!

“Fufufu, it’s fine. Although he hasn’t noticed, all of the ones on THIS side are already fully aware. Even with just this, we can tell.”

Inari-ookami… woah. The plate’s all cleaned up already-! She licks her fingers in satisfaction after polishing off the plate of inari-zushi.

“Well, it’s not just limited to cooking. The strong feelings of making something for a certain purpose will manifest itself as a blessing on what you are making. It’s easier for you to bestow power while doing something you’re good at, though.”

“H-heeeh…”

I don’t know what kind of face I’m supposed to be making with this.

“Well, that last one, [Voice of Power], is similar. With your voice, you are able to activate something that you strongly wish to happen. It’s not like whatever you say is fine… well, it’s also usually a god-only Blessing. The power to manifest your desires with your voice… you should be careful with that, Kousei-kun. For a god, whose body is made for such powers, the strain that comes from using it is trivial, but since you are human…”

… Eh… Don’t tell me, I could maybe die from it?! No, not ‘maybe’ – that’s a certain possibility, huh?

“Hm, but ain’t it troubling, Inari-chan? A simple human having Blessings that only gods would have… and then there’s the problem that we haven’t seen that Lv8 Sub-Blessing, nor the Main-Blessing before.”

Oh, come to think of it…

“W-what is that Lv8 Sub-Blessing?”

I can’t help but ask, feeling like I don’t actually want to know.

Saru-san frowns.

“It’s like… possessing the power of blessings and not being limited by them… something like that?”

“No, it has more of a connotation of having unlimited access to the font of power from which Blessings are bestowed… kind of. Either way, it’s unprecedented. If I were to say what Blessing it’s most similar to, it would be the ability to manipulate Blessings, which is ONLY for the gods, but it’s not quite the same… Because of that, I’m hesitant to come up with a name for it.”

Nononono, I don’t need the name, I’d much rather prefer to understand what it does-!

“Because we don’t understand that one, nor the Main Blessing, it’s hard to get a full picture of what this Blessing does.”

Inari-ookami said with a frown.

I am also confused about what it means for me, Inari-ookami.

She continues on, saying,

“You have a lot of privileges of the gods, and yet you’re missing quite a few that would balance it out. And above all, you’re human. I don’t really understand it, but it’s definitely this unique Blessing that draws things that hunger for power towards you, as well as your incomprehensible ability to perform spells and techniques without actually understanding. Although there are some other details, basically, what you wish with all your being will happen.”

“S-so, it’s not like some curse or something?”

Inari-ookami makes a bit of a complicated face and says,

“Well… who knows?”

Ehhhhh.

Saru-san, don’t laugh! This isn’t funny-!

“Ahahaha… ah, well, stuffing this much power into a human body almost seems like a bad joke, see? There’ve been gods who enjoyed overloading a human with power until he self-destructed … without knowing whether this Blessing was given to you or innate, and without knowing exactly WHAT it is consists of these exact Sub-Blessings, it’s hard to say whether or not you acquiring it was a bad result or a good result.”

Saru-saaaaaan… I want to drop into an orz and just cry, but I’m seated so it’s not possible to do it easily.

Suddenly, Inari-ookami says,

“Well, I guess I’ll give HER a shot.”

And then typed out a text message on her smartphone.

… What has happened to my life, where I am only given half answers and more worries, and where two gods are in my house, with one of them using a smartphone?

No, wait, hasn’t this current life always been this crazy mess of confusion?

Aaaargh!
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Chapter 20: A Troublesome Woman

In the residential area near Tsunatou’s main park, two very special houseguests were beginning to take their leave of a certain house.

“*Yawn* Right, so it will be a day or two, but an expert will come over to check your weird Blessings out. So since it’s getting late, we’ll leave it for next time. Right, Kousei-kun, give me your phone so I can put you as a contact. Is that alright?”

“Th-that’s fine, but is it okay for me to have a kami’s number – No, before that, weren’t you originally here because of Honoka?!”

“Ah~ that… Well, she’s in your care!”

“You’re just leaving it like that!?”

“Fufufu-! I will see you in a few days~.”

“Eh? Ah, have a nice night – no, wait, you’re just leaving things like that!?”

“Oh, Inari-chan is headed out? Guess I will too. See you, Kousei-kun! I’ll come back when Inari-chan visits again, so don’t forget the liquor and snacks!”

“Eh? Ah, Saru-sa – Sarutahiko-ookami-!”

Patan-!

And the door closed, leaving Kousei behind, stunned from the suddenness of it all.

Upon leaving the house, Inari-ookami and Sarutahiko-ookami suddenly disappeared from the eyes of most mortal men.

Slightly glistening in celestial lights, they were suddenly wearing rich, luxurious robes that came from an age long lost to modernity.

“It seems that the wisteria brings troublesome beings to it.”

Sarutahiko-ookami sighed and stroked his beard like a sage, which had grown in length in the sudden transfiguration as he spoke.

“It seems that pretty soon it won’t be just the wisteria bringing them.”

Innari-ookami caressed the sleeve of her seven-layered kimono as she sighed.

Their faces were grave, a complete contrast from their whimsical manners from before.

“Shall we return to Izumo for the time being?”

Inari-ookami said with a quirk of a smile.

“If you insist.”

Sarutahiko’s broad wings flapped open.

And then the presences of the two kami disappeared from the town of Tsunatou, bound for Izumo.

————–

——Kousei Side——–

They left! Just like thaaaat!!!!!

My hand grips tightly around my phone, and I stare down at the contact list in disbelief.

“Hahaha…”

I have Inari-ookami as a contact… the kami are becoming more and more modernized, huh?

No, not that!

“…Is it really okay for the main topic to be dealt with so easily!?”

I can’t help but stare at the door in complete disbelief.

Didn’t Inari-ookami come here to talk about Honoka?

What was Honoka’s fate?!

Is everything going to be okay just because Honoka’s ‘left in my care’?!

“Hahaha…”

Ah. Honoka’s moving again.

She stretches, slowly moving out of her seiza as she shakes her head.

“If O-Inari-sama thought it was okay to deal with it so lightly, it means she must have already decided how to deal with it before she even came here.”

“Eh…”

I hope my disbelief gets across.

“Haha…I guess it doesn’t really matter how we feel about it…”

Daiki-san laughs dryly from where he had sprawled out on the ground.

Yes, I understand exactly how you feel, Daiki-san.

Even though the evening was clear, it felt like a typhoon of a different sort came through our house.

Is this why gods and men shouldn’t mingle? Because we’d die from the stress?

“I would have liked if they had explained more about our situation, though…”

Daiki-san sighed as he sat up sluggishly.

“That’s… haa…”

I feel worn out.

On one hand, I’m super relieved that Honoka’s position doesn’t seem to be too bad right now.

At the least, Inari-ookami seems to have pardoned her. But just because Inari-ookami isn’t going to off her … does that mean that Inari-kami’s servants will follow the same principle? That’s not necessarily true, right?

And there were supposed to be some of them who should still be holding a grudge, according to Honoka.

Worrisome things are still worrisome!

And then, what’s up with my incomprehensible Blessing?!

Although I’m happy to have someone be able to finally decipher it, it’s useless if even they can’t UNDERSTAND it!

And what was with those ‘Special’ Blessings?

I have lived my entire (this) life being able to see youkai and stuff, and now you tell me there was an entire line of Blessings given to people who can do that? Like, Blessings that could have helped me deal with my problems!?

I just want to curl up in a ball from all the stressful things that have just happened.

Ahhh…. I think I’m having an existential crisis.

I resist throwing a big tantrum, heave a huge sigh instead, and pick up the tray with the now empty dishes.

That two of the great kami of Japan had eaten off of.

…

“Ah… forget it. My head hurts…”

Since it’s getting late, let’s pretend nothing happened and just start preparing things for tomorrow’s breakfast and bento and go to sleep!

In a complete state of denial, I head back to the kitchen, leaving behind two bodies that were, like me, worn out and unable to come to terms with what had just happened.

Although, just because you try not to think about something, it doesn’t mean you actually stop thinking about it.

The next morning, we all woke up late. Again.

Almost running right into Daiki-san, we took a look at each others’ faces and laughed half-heartedly.

‘So he was up all night thinking, too,’ is the thought that we seemed to share.

But we only paused for a brief second.

Because we were late-!

“I hope this doesn’t become the norm, now that we’ve moved into this town.”

Daiki-san said as he rushed past me into the bathroom.

“Agreed!”

I yell as I hurriedly tie my tie and rush to the kitchen.

I’m relieved that I had the foresight to prepare foods that didn’t need to be heated for the bento last night.

I just need to take them out of the refrigerator, arrange them into the boxes, and let them naturally warm up to room temperature by lunchtime.

The inari-zushi that I didn’t put out when the kami-samas were here, the green beans tossed in sesame and miso and simmered burdock and carrots … we’re lacking in protein.

Unfortunately, all I have time for is eggs – scrambled!

I beat one batch of 5 eggs, then hesitate as I go to put the carton back.

Since I’m already making eggs, we’ll have eggs for breakfast, too-!

I pull out another frying pan and throw in a few slices of ham.

“Daiki-san, there’s scrambled egg and ham! I’m making toast now, so maybe you can make a sandwich…”

To be exact, Honoka is making the toast…

While she’s doing that, I finish the bentos, including Honoka’s share, and run to make sure I have all of my stuff together for school.

Did we have PE today… I can’t remember.

Eh-! Let’s bring the athletic gear anyway!

I hear the water running as Daiki-san finishes in the bathroom.

Even if we exclude the fact that Daiki-san is going to get more involved with the youkai side of the world, I’ve already involved him so much that he’s been running late almost every morning since we moved here!

He bolts out of the bathroom.

“Okay, I’m off!”

“Ah! Breakfast! And don’t forget the bento!”

“Fufu. Here you go, Daiki-san.”

Honoka, who is still in her pajamas because she doesn’t have to be anywhere in the morning, hands Daiki-san his bento and the ‘breakfast sandwich’ she had cobbled together.

“Right. Thanks, you two! Kousei-kun, you don’t be late as well!”

Like a cliche, Daiki-san rushes out the door, snatching the bento from Honoka’s hand and roughly shoving his feet into his shoes, the eggs and ham sandwich clenched tightly between his teeth.

I sigh as I look at the clock.

I have a few more minutes than Daiki-san, but it’s still not enough time.

“Honoka, sorry, but once the sheets come out of the washer, can you hang them up in the backyard?”

Honoka grins as she sees me floundering to try to finish up as much stuff as I can.

“I can do it, it’s fine. Besides, it’s the cover and sheets for my futon, right?”

“Uh… yeah…”

Also some of the clothes we bought yesterday.

Wearing unwashed underwear straight from the store is a little…

“Okay, I’m off! I left your bento…”

“I saw, I saw! Goodness, am I your familiar or your child! Off with you!”

Honoka shoved me out the door before I could continue nagging.

What a relief! The chores will still get done even though I ran out of time!

I won’t have to sleep out on the couch again!

Un, having someone to help you finish what you started and see you off… no wonder men dream of the traditional housewife!

Although Honoka is my familiar, not a housewife.

And I haven’t even had a crush let alone a girlfriend or lover in this life.

…  orz.

Well, whatever.

Being able to still get things done despite running late has left me in a good mood, so that little depressing thought won’t get me down! There’s also a flash sale right after school ends at the department store on eggs and potato starch. We were just running out, so it’s good timing -…

Wait a minute.

Rather than Honoka, aren’t I the housewife?!

Kousei has taken 50 points of damage this early in the morning!

Aaah… my pride… I know I’ve made this tsukkomi before, quite recently, and often.

If it continues, I really will end up like a housewife someday!

Oh my youth, where have you gone?

My good mood vanishes like it was a lie, and I’m cringing inside all the way to school.

Classes started out with Japanese Classics, and then it was Geography.

Sitting here, taking notes, trying not to let the teacher catch me as I fall asleep…

It’s so NORMAL.

It almost makes me wonder what’s going to happen next, like ‘normal’ isn’t supposed to be normal for me or something.

Hahaha…

Shit. I just raised my own flag.

It’s just, the difference between my nights and my days is too drastic!

By day I’m an ordinary high school boy. By night, I’m plagued with youkai matters.

What am I, some reject superhero?

…

Why, my normal life-!?

As the bell rang for lunch, I feel like I didn’t hear anything from the lectures.

Although I properly took notes… did we actually talk about these things I scribbled down?

“Kou-sei-kun!”

“Uoooh-!”

What the heck! Calling in a flirtatious voice, putting your finger right next to my face so that it pokes my cheek, I’d welcome it if you were a girl!

Because I was startled, I let out a weird voice, then sighed and said,

“Having this done to me by a guy is a bit…”

Although, it’s the talkative Mitsuo Higuchi who did it so at least it’s not creepy like it would ordinarily be when a guy does this. It just feels like Higuchi-san is being a dumbass.

That Higuchi-san grinned cheekily, pretending not to understand what I was thinking and said,

“Don’t mind it, don’t mind it~!”

Well, now that you’ve said THAT…  I want to see if I can break that finger off!

Not seriously, of course.

“Ah… it hurts, it hurts!”

Even though it shouldn’t hurt that much, Higuchi yelps and pretends to writhe in pain.

I haven’t messed around with guys my age in such a long time, that it actually feels quite refreshing.

“Jeez, come on, it’s lunchtime and the weather’s not bad, so let’s get out of this stuffy classroom~”

Reprimanding me, as if he didn’t start it all, Higuchi dangles his yakisoba sandwich in front of my face.

“Oh…”

Right, it’s lunchtime.

I raise an eyebrow as I stare at Higuchi’s yakisoba-pan.

“…Is that really going to be enough for you?”

I can’t help but ask.

But when I do, Higuchi turns around and… Oi. Is that supposed to be a pocket?!

Higuchi has stuffed his sweatshirt’s hood full of sweet breads.

I kind of want to say something about nutrition, but high school boys are always like this, aren’t they?

Or like, I was totally like that in another life. Even if my mom scraped a bento together, ‘I don’t need it, I’ll just buy bread from the school store!’ was what I’d yell as I bolted out the door.

I had morning baseball practice, so it wasn’t like my mom got up early enough to make me bentos often, but now that I think about it, I would have been a better son if I had just obediently taken the ones she did make with me to school…

If Higuchi’s like that, then his childhood friend, the quiet-ish Shigeru Endo, is… would he be the same, or did he bring a bento –

“Ooooi! Eh? Is that… freeze-dried ramen?”

“*Crunch Crunch* Yeah.”

What are you doooing!? At least boil it in water!

Why are you eating it like it’s a cracker?!

And here I thought you were the one with the common sense in this duo. I believed in you, Endo!

“This isn’t a matter of a high school boy’s eating habits anymore, that’s just weird!”

I can’t help but exclaim.

“Hm, well, my mom has to commute a long time to get to work, so lunch…”

“You can buy bread like Higuchi-san from the school store, right?!”

Don’t blame this oddity on your mother! Apologize to her right now!

“Eh…”

Endo makes a face like I’M the one who’s not right in the head.

“Haha, Kousei’s ended up being a lot of fun, right Shige?”

Crunch.

I don’t bother hiding it anymore as I roll my eyes, pick up my bento, and followed the two close friends over to a group of guys.

“Where are we heading?”

“Hm… by the big maple near the track?”

“Ah, un. That sounds good.”

Eating lunch on the school grounds while getting to know the boys in my class…

This kind of normal is really wonderful.

Which school did I go to in Tokyo, how far was it from here, the manga and games I liked… these were topics that shouldn’t make me feel like crying because of how comforting they made me feel – like my common sense wasn’t in the process of being broken by the youkai and kami I’ve encountered in the last two days!

There was a minor incident when I uncovered my bento…

“Whoa, that’s amazing. Isn’t the quality of your bento too high? Does your uncle cook really well or something?”

Higuchi said with a voice full of awe.

I laughed a little nervously.

“… His cooking will definitely make you see heaven…”

For some reason, I reflexively try to cover up my cooking abilities.

Even though a guy who can cook is actually looked highly upon after coming of age, why is it that you feel the need to pretend you don’t know how to cook before then?

And I didn’t lie. It’s just, Daiki-san’s cooking is more a of a ‘death’ kind of heaven…

While trying to protect my bento from, surprisingly, Endo’s, of all people, attempts to snatch a taste, suddenly there’s a bang from up above.

The group of us five boys instantly look up towards the sound.

On the third floor, a head pokes out the violently flung open window.

“That’s … pa – er, the girl we saw the other day?”

Shoot, I almost called her “panty girl”.

“Ah, yeah. It’s Suyin-chan. What is she doing?”

Higuchi shaded his eyes to get a better look.

“Heeh… what is she doing now?”

Suyin-chan seems to have a reputation to be an oddball, but it doesn’t seem to be a bad reputation, surprisingly.

Probably because she has a good, friendly personality. Although I wouldn’t know too much about that.

Well, another reason would be –

“Heh. So did anyone get a chance to see what she’s wearing today?”

“Haha, not yet!”

Right, her reputation also includes her carelessness with accidentally showing off her underwear.

I’m more of a bystander in this conversation, since I did reach college-aged at one point in the past, so discussing a high school girl’s underwear is…

Hm? Suyin-chan suddenly pointed in our direction.

Eh? From her lip movements, did she just say, ‘Found him’?

Eh? EH?!

Hang on, what is she doing!?

Don’t – Ooooi! She jumped?!

That’s the third floor! The THIRD floor!!!!

In a panic, every single one of us guys lounging under the tree sprang to our feet – but it’s not like we can do anything!

And anyway, just as we got up, she did a midair somersault, landed on the bike-parking awning with a resounding thud, bounced off, and then landed in front of us.

Just saying, the distance between the school building, the bike racks, and the tree we’re sitting under isn’t exactly close, even if you ignore the vertical drop!

Jackie, is she Jackie?!

Even though I know it’s a bad stereotype to say that Chinese foreigners are kung-fu masters, this girl isn’t helping break that!

“S-suyin-chan, are you… okay…?”

Higuchi asked timidly.

“I am okay, am I not?”

Why is that in question form?!

Despite the tsukkomi in my mind, Suyin-chan laughs carefreely and waves her hand as if she didn’t just jump down three stories.

Seriously?!

That’s… that’s not normal, right, for her to just casually jump down like that? I mean, I know that ‘normal’ hasn’t been my strong suit lately, but this shouldn’t be normal, right?!

“Su-chan, why’d you jump down? The stairs are okay too, you know?”

Right! That’s exactly what I – and probably we all – were thinking!

“Stairs are tedious, and it was that I wanted to talk to you, New Guy!”

She’s still calling me ‘New Guy’, huh?

No, wait a second.

“… Eh? Me?!”

I furrow my brows together and tilt my head, as if thinking deeply.

It’s not that I can’t think of anything that someone would want to talk to me about.

It’s that there are too many things I can think of that I DON’T want to be the reason for her wanting to talk to me!

Now then, which one is it going to be?!

Feeling my pulse rise substantially, it feels like forever before Suyin-san grinned, pulled a card out of her pocket, and handed it over.

“My boss has asked me to please bring you over for employment. You have been seen to have potential, you have.”

“…Huh?”

What she said was so unexpected that I felt my brain stop working for a moment.

“Eh? What’s that, what’s that? Kousei-kun got scouted for something?”

Higuchi squeezed in next to me and stared down at the card.

…Wait.

This card looks familiar.

I resist pulling out a similar card to compare them, but this… that colorless, big-chested woman from last night had this card, didn’t she?!

Despite my initial panic, when I look at it closely, the cards have the same formatting and typeface, but they’re different.

Thank god! I don’t know what I’d do if it said ‘Sorcery Master’ or ‘Witch’ on there!

Let’s see…

“This is … for a temporary work agency?”

Un, it’s trying to sound better by calling it “job placement for specialists”, but it’s a temp agency, right?

…Although when I think about it, I wonder just what ‘specialists’ is referring to.

Is it THAT type of work, with things that most humans don’t know about…?

While I was trying to mull the matter over in my mind,

“… Why Kousei? Does your boss want him for a job contract or something?”

Endo asked.

“No, that isn’t it. New Guy seems to have made Boss-san think that he will be a good fit to the agency!”

What is with this? Somehow I have a bad feeling… I need to avoid taking this ‘job’ at all costs!

“Um… Suyin… chan? That would be something like an office worker, right? Why me? There’s no way your Boss would know if I could be good at that type of work… right?”

“Hm? I thought that Boss-san said that the two of you met last night during…”

“Yes, oh, that? I see! Well then-!”

I cut Suyin-san off. There’s no doubt about what she’s talking about now!

Unfortunately.

Eh? Did I just… accidentally say that I’d do it?

“W-wait, even though that’s the case-!”

Ah, crap.

The looks from the guys watching us are starting to hurt.

Even though it will hurt my pride, I hope they’re just assuming that I’m getting all tongue-tied in front of a pretty girl.

“S-su-chan… why… … did you…jump… from the window…?”

Right when I was about to make it clear that I was refusing to think about the job, while clutching her chest and out of breath, Suyin-chan’s friend, the petite but large-chested girl came running up and interrupted me.

“It was faster to do so.”

“B-but… it’s not… safe…”

… Is she going to be okay? That girl is about to hyperventilate!

“Tsurumi-chan, are you okay?”

“Do you need to sit?”

“I’ll get you some juice!”

Oooh. The guys are fawning over Tsurumi-san. Well, it makes sense, since she just makes you feel like protecting her.

No, wait! I can’t get distracted!

“Suyin-san, about that…”

“Right, the bell is going to ring soon, so I will come get you after school!”

And Suyin-chan took Tsurumi-san away, running off before I could say anything else.

EEEEEH …I don’t want to!

“Somehow, it seems kind of bothersome.”

Thanks, Endo-san. I couldn’t tell.

…Ah.

“I can’t make it.”

Higuchi, Endo, and the other two guys look at me curiously when I said so.

“Today there’s a flash sale on eggs at the department store near the station. Last night the ka – er, last night I ended up running out of eggs and whitefish.”

And Saru-san, no, Sarutohiko-ookami, drank all of Daiki-san’s beer.

Even if Inari-ookami said that they’d come in a few days, because she didn’t specify an actual day, I’ll need to prepare things in advance just in case they arrive without any prior warning.

Between that mysterious woman (Sorcery Master or Temp Agency Boss, whichever she might be) and two of the great kami of Japan, I think I’m going to take more care on not offending the two great kami of Japan…

“Higuchi, can you let her know I can’t make it? I mean, she ran off before I could tell her…”

“Haha! Kousei, what are you, a housewife? Ditching a chance to get along with a pretty girl so you can go grocery shopping-!”

… Don’t mind it. Don’t mind it, Kousei! If you mind it, you’ll lose!

As we picked up around us, preparing to return to class, suddenly,

“Hehe. By the way, today was pink checkers with white lace, huh?”

What is he talking…

… Eh. You had time to notice that?!



    



<a/n: Right, so those two girls were kind of important, lol.>

      

Chapter 21: What Kind of Movie is This?

When Daiki-san rushed into the police department and managed to make it into Unit 1’s office, barely on time, a weird atmosphere was floating about.

“Good morning…”

As he gave the customary greeting, Daiki-san’s sharp eyes surveyed each and every one of his team members’ face, and yet he couldn’t understand why they all had a face like they had just swallowed a stink bug.

“… Manabe-san, can I have a moment?”

Before Daiki-san could sit down, Supervisor Endou called out to him.

Although he still had question marks floating above his head, Daiki-san followed his boss out of the office into the smoking lounge.

Not that Daiki-san smoked, but it was a relatively quiet place to handle more sensitive information.

Besides, if there was someone who absolutely required a smoke this early in the morning, Daiki-san would seriously wish for that person to reconsidere his career – and life – options.

Supervisor Endou quickly cut to the chase.

“Manabe-san, although you have only just recently transferred into Unit 1, it seems that there are people who wish to transfer you again into Unit 2.”

Daiki-san blinked and his eyes went wide.

Normally Daiki-san wouldn’t consider the transfer such a big deal.

Although there seemed to be some bad blood between Unit 1 and Unit 2, he had nothing to do with it as long as Unit 2 was law-abiding and the working conditions weren’t horrible.

Even if you said it was a transfer, it was only one floor up in the Police Department.

Compared to transferring from Tokyo, it shouldn’t be that big of a deal.

HOWEVER… that’s all of what Daiki-san would have said… if he hadn’t experienced a night like last night.

What was going through his mind right now was,

I don’t think I have what it takes to survive in Unit 2!

But of course he couldn’t say that.

Although he wasn’t sure exactly what the situation was between Unit 1 and Unit 2, Daiki-san was at least clear on the fact that Unit 2’s operations were strictly confidential.

“That’s… could I have a reason for the sudden transfer?”

Supervisor Endou’s face twitched.

Daiki-san could almost hear the muscles grinding as Supervisor Endou struggled not to make a grimace.

“That is something you will have to take up with Supervisor Ooishi. However, I’m afraid the entire situation comes from higher up, so it’s not really something we can combat.

Daiki-san suppressed a sigh and responded with,

“I understand, Supervisor. Is… …”

Daiki-san wasn’t sure what he wanted to say and hesitated.

“Don’t worry. We aren’t that tight on hands that your transfer will hurt our productivity. If you’re worried about the feelings between the Units, I don’t think YOU will need to worry about that, either. Although, keep the things that are necessary to keep confidential to your own unit.”

Supervisor Endou patted Daiki-san on the back, but with an attitude that made Daiki-san feel like he was being sent off to his own funeral, and left the smoking area.

Daiki-san sighed and rubbed his temples.

Somehow, it feels like he had just tumbled off a cliff into chaos when he moved to this town.

He dimly remembered that girl kitsune and Kousei talking about how his life would be more difficult than it was before.

To think it would have happened so soon…

————–

——Kousei Side——–

Right when the bell rang, I booked it from the classroom in hopes that I could make it out the door before Suyin-chan could find me.

Look right. Look left.

All clear…. Gogogo!

That was the kind of secret mission feel I was going through.

Somehow i felt that if Suyin-san caught me, it would be all over.

What would be?

My peaceful life!

Although some might say that THAT was over ever since I moved to this town.

No, ever since I was born?

The adrenaline was still pumping through me when I made it to the department store, so I rushed through my shopping at a speed that I hadn’t done before.

I cant believe I actually made it through the flash sales!

Previously, back in Tokyo, I would try my hardest to make it to the store in time, but I felt like I would always just miss it.

I should do this more often with someone chasing me down!

No, I’m sorry. Please don’t take that seriously, Suyin-chan.

It would be much more beneficial to everyone involved if you didn’t continue to chase after me!

I sent a silent thought of goodwill to Higuchi for his sacrifice.

Rather than risk talking to Suyin-chan about not being able to go along with her today (and possibly getting dragged away by her anyway), I opted to just throw Higuchi under the bus as my message bearer.

May you survive the ordeal!

But maaan…

I bought too much.

Even if we were running out of rice, and even if it was super cheap, did I need to get the 10 kg bag?

It’s heavy even if I was carrying it by itself!

But on top of that, I bought eggs and daikon, sake and beer, soy sauce and miso…

… I could get out of the store okay, and the walk might just be half an hour to our house, but… am I going to make it?

Thinking a bit, I pull out my phone.

“…Manabe and Ishikawa residence. How can I help you?”

I’m surprised at the very professional tone on the other side of the phone.

“Honoka, you’re used to phones, huh?”

“Kousei? Ah, un. Even though it wasn’t exactly the same, there were tools like this before I went into seclusion, after all.”

“… Seclusion, you say… No, that there were things like phones from before… Honoka. Please don’t give me so much to comment on!”

I called our landline with the hopes that Honoka might pick up, but to think she had no trouble figuring out how to use it at all; that was beyond my expectations.

“Honoka, do you know where the department store is?”

“No?”

I thought as much.

“Un… can you meet me close to where we bought your clothes? I bought a little too much today, and it’s difficult to carry it all…”

I think I can manage to make it to the Uniqlo a block away.

“Ah… Okay. I will be there in 5 minutes.”

“Okay… eh? It’s a 20 minute walk, at least?”

Dialtone.

Eh… Is this going to be okay?

Is what I thought, but actually, by the time I reached the front of the Uniqlo, Honoka is already there?

Eeeeeh….

“Honoka, how –“

Before I can finish my statement, Honoka winked and put a finger coquettishly to the side of her face.

“Se~cret!”

Ah. Okay. Something youkai-ish. Right.

Honoka seems used to hiding her traits, considering she made a 20 minute walk into 5 minutes – or less – and nobody noticed anything out of the ordinary.

I wonder… what was this world like before ‘The Darkening’ 2,000 years ago?

Even if you say that Honoka could hear about the changes in the world through satellite TV, her adaptation to this modern world is too good for me to think that she came from a world like … say… feudal Japan.

Although I’d been thinking this world was super similar to my old world… I’m beginning to wonder if that was the case?

Especially in the field of world history.

Pushing these thoughts to the back of my mind, I hand Honoka the rice and said,

“I got a little greedy.”

“Haha, I see. But that fried tofu and vinegared rice was really good, so I won’t complain if there’s more of those ingredients.”

It really isn’t just a folklore that kitsune like fried tofu and inari-zushi, huh?

I only hand the rice to Honoka.

Because I had been thinking, I had left all my books at school and could put a lot of the groceries in my schoolbag!

I will ignore the thought of a teacher being disgusted in my actions. If they knew what I had done, I wonder if the school would actually have my homeroom teacher reprimand me…

Possibly not. At most it would just be telling me to value my study time at home as well, but we’re just a few days into the new school year, so I doubt the teachers would care too much.

I haven’t had the experience of being reprimanded by the teachers since my last life, so I kind of miss it…

Although when it actually happened back then, I really thought I was a goner!

“Alright, this way, I can get everything home easier!”

As I re-adjusted the bags of groceries and my schoolbag, just when Honoka and I were about to set out for home, a hand tapped me on the shoulder.

“Zhao dao le! I have found you, Ishikawa-kun!”

Eeeeeeeeeh-!?

That energetic, but slightly coy tone of voice, and most importantly that Chinese… It’s Suyin-chan?!

H-h-how did she find meeeee!?

“S-suyin-ch – san… what a coincidence…”

My eyes have to be swimming as I look everywhere but at Suyin-chan.

Crap. I should have told Higuchi not to tell her where I went!

Frantically, I direct my gaze to Honoka, intending to beg her to bail me out, but…

Honoka, what’s with you?!

Although 10 kg of rice is heavy, for Honoka it shouldn’t be anything to worry about, and yet she’s standing frozen in place, as if it had become an unbearably heavy boulder.

Her eyes are sharp, and she seems extremely wary of Suyin-chan.

As expected.

I wasn’t wrong to be scared stiff from Suyin-chan’s predatory look that day!

She is someone a six-tailed kitsune is wary of!

“Fufufu, a young man who stands up a lady to do the grocery shopping, it is unusual, is it not?”

Now that I take a closer look, Suyin-chan has already changed out of her uniform into a modified China dress.

Even though I know that it’s not like all Chinese foreigners act like this, Suyin-chan is really just like a young miss who stepped out of a kung-fu movie!

“…Kousei, this is…?”

Honoka asks, but before I can answer, a glint has lit up in Suyin-chan’s eyes.

“Hulijing… I see. Boss-san has good eyes!”

Suyin-chan… I don’t know what you just said, but I have no doubts that it’s about Honoka.

As expected, that temp agency isn’t a normal one, and it’s run by that colourless witch!

I think.

Before I can clear my thoughts and try to talk my way out of this mess (which probably would have failed anyway), Suyin-chan smiled an enigmatic smile and said,

“Anyway, here isn’t a good place to talk. Boss-san sent a car. You will come, will you not?”

Eh… a black Benz…?

Don’t tell me that, instead of a kung-fu movie, it’s actually a Chinese mafia movie-!!!

Ah, those two aren’t necessarily exclusive of one another, are they?

Even though I know that Suyin-chan’s ‘Boss-san’ is most likely that colourless woman, I am full of reluctance when it comes to getting into that car.

Actually… would I be any less reluctant if I didn’t know that woman was probably ‘Boss-san’?

No, I think it would be about the same level of reluctance.

Reluctance…

I don’t want to gooooo!

“… There aren’t many opportunities to ride in a car. Why don’t we go?”

“Honoka?!”

Wasn’t it only cats who were supposed to lose to their curiosity?!

No good. Honoka’s eyes are sparkling as she looks at the Benz.

“Honoka…”

“The young lady is certainly talented, but she holds no hostility. Also, although she is strong, I am still a six-tailed kitsune, you know.”

After a long time – actually, just two days – Honoka’s voice reverberates through my head.

She had shifted the bag of rice to one hand and placed the other hand on my shoulder.

Is this telepathy? Is the condition to do it that she has to be touching me?

I make a mental note to ask her later.

“… Is this really going to be okay? It might have to do with that Witch woman from yesterday.”

I answer back in my head.

“Hmph. That woman. Very well, then. Let’s see what she can do.”

Nonono, Honoka. I’m looking to avoid her, not challenge her!

Aaaah-!

Crap. But if my familiar decided to take a ride in the car, as her owner I should follow, right?

… Do I have to?

VERY reluctantly, I get in the car.

Actually, my reluctance is more along the lines of getting even more involved in the youkai-ish happenings in the world – more than I am already.

It’s not like I think these people are dangerous, or that I would be put in a bad position.

After all, I have Honoka on my side, Daiki-san is a police investigator, and… perhaps even some of the great kami of Japan will protect me?

Anyway, that colourless witch had a provocative personality, but I felt like she wasn’t actually a bad person.

Although I don’t have any concrete reason to believe that.

Ah-! Suyin-chan, although she’s a little scary, her personality seems like she wouldn’t trick or backstab people, too!

Although I don’t have any concrete reason to believe that.

Maybe going along with them isn’t a good idea after all…

It’s too late to regret it, though.

Where are we going?!?!

Despite my panic, it was really only a 10 minute car ride.

Standing on the side of the road,

“… Was it necessary to take a car?”

I can’t help but feel like it was a waste.

“I don’t really know. It is a car for a client, so I just took advantage of it. Ishikawa-kun was going to have groceries, was he not?”

Seriously! Don’t! Do! Misleading! Things!

I was seriously panicking, you know?!

The people who drive black Benzs in Japan, the only ones who do that, no matter who they are, are all terrifying! In many different ways!

To think it was a client’s car, and not a car from the temp agency! What a relief!

… No, wait. Maybe that doesn’t change the situation at all.

I mean, even though the temp agency’s people themselves don’t have this type of car, the people they serve do…

I feel exhausted just from letting my brain loose on wild diversions.

Even though the real thing is going to start now!

Following the mysterious Suyin-chan, Honoka and I slowly go up the stairs to the strange, narrow, European-looking building wedged between the other buildings in this downtown area.

This green door; I suddenly had the premonition that I would see it many times in the future.



      



<a/n: Looks like it’s better to just go rotation [1], [2], [3] instead of flipping them around or having an extra update of [1] or whatever. (btw, I just broke up this time’s [3] into 2 parts, because I got over ambitious with the 6 chap of kujonin…)

Patreon patrons, the list of rewards is 

Instead of the usual poll, I did something else for the $5 thing. >

     

Chapter 22: Teach Us, Suzu-chan!

A woman with a foreign air about her stood in front of the car park of Narita.

She had a healthy, olive complexion, wavy dark hair, and a prominent nose, as well as a slender but robust stature.

Her skirt went almost to her knees, but that didn’t stop a few leer-ers from gazing at her shapely legs.

“Ms. Ergane.”

The woman turned towards the voice and removed her sunglasses with a snap of her wrist.

“You again, Hosaka? Does no one else in Japan have a driver’s license?”

The woman asked teasingly.

The man who had spoken to her, standing next to a black luxury car parked at the curb in the pickup lane, laughed.

“One who can chauffer Ms. Ergane around? Surely not. As for your bullet-train tickets, as your request was ‘somewhat urgent, but not extremely urgent’, I have booked them for tomorrow, mid-day. As for tonight’s stay, I have booked a contemporary ryoukan.”

As the man opened the passenger side door for her, he rattled off an itinerary.

The woman looked at him, amused, and said,

“A ‘contemporary ryoukan’? A modern-traditional inn, is it? What is that, a fusion-style place? How intriguing.”

The man chuckled.

“It’s an inn focused on keeping the culture of Japan alive while acclimating it to modern society as according to the owner’s preferences. It’s small, and rather modestly priced, and the antiques are only the owner’s own personal collection. Should I say, a layperson’s stayover? If that is not to your liking, there are rooms tentatively reserved at the Imperial Hotel and Meg○o Gaj○n.”

“No. This is also interesting.”

The woman’s eyes glinted in anticipation, and the man laughed.

“I thought you would say that. The rest of the department thought I was crazy to suggest it, though.”

Even though he had won the bet, the man was secretly sweating on the inside. To suggest a small, somewhat kitschy hotel with little to no history and only had rooms 7 square meters large to the highest ranker from the Smithsonian… it took some guts to do.

But this was why Georgi Hosaka was the one assigned to this person.

This person is eccentric and unconcerned with things like status or luxury, preferring strange and interesting things, and he was the only one in the office who would consistently ‘guess right’ when it came to what would make her most pleased.

And because of that he, as usual, opened the passenger side door for her instead of the rear door.

The woman sat down, but before Hosaka could close the door she asked,

“So, although it’s not an urgent matter, is there a reason my tickets for the train isn’t tonight or tomorrow morning?”

Hosaka nodded.

“Yes. Although it was a bit presumptuous of me, the National Museum is rotating their paintings for an exhibit and will be opening up that area of the warehouse, as well as taking inventory and doing any repairs. I have already sent in a request for you to be present this afternoon, however if that’s…”

“Good job!”

The woman, Minerva Ergane, sat up excitedly, clasping her hands together.

Seeing her like that, Hosaka shook his head inside before he closed the door and went to load her luggage into the trunk.

You wouldn’t know she’s a goddess if you looked at her now, acting like a big kid.

Although, strictly speaking, most people didn’t even know that such a being exists.

While taking his guest directly to the museum, Hosaka reflected on the series of events that led him to become one of the people who directly dealt with Olympians, Aesir, Kami, Sura, Elohim… all sorts of mysterious beings on a daily basis.

You see, Hosaka and his cohorts – that is, coworkers, are a group of people called the Universal Cabal, but that name is rarely used.

Here in Japan they have generally been nick-named the ‘Kuroko’ (black-clothed stagehands).

But more recently they are often jokingly referred to as the ‘men in black’.

Although they don’t deal with aliens.

And today, this man in black was tasked with entertaining the Olympian of Wisdom and Battle for the duration of her stay in Japan.

That’s right, seated to his left in the passenger side of the car was a woman known in myth as Athena.

————–

——Kousei Side——–

“Nito-san, we thank you for the lift, we do.”

“Yeah, yeah, it’s fine. I needed to take this out for a spin to make sure everything’s good for our important guest for tomorrow. Just tell Nagi-chan that I’ll add this to her tab.”

Suyin-chan waved off the driver ossan.

I see, so picking us up was just him taking a test drive.

Heh… I see… So anyway, Suyin-chan? I understand the part about meeting your Boss-san, but …

No, well, since I made it to the flash sales, I might have bought a few too many things.

It’s never a bad idea to stock up on toilet paper and paper towels when they’re on sale, right? The same with rice, soy sauce, and vegetable oil.

Un, I’ve bought too much. Or like, Honoka and I are LOADED with stuff.

I have fresh clams, you know? Are they going to be okay?

Ah, no, that’s not the right worry to have.

“Boss-san, I have brought them, I have!”

After showing Honoka and me into the small, apartment-like office, Suyin-chan ran – pranced? – energetically into the back where stairs can be seen going up.

This tiny, compact house is like all the other ones in this area.

How should I say it; this area is like British houses squished together downtown?

If there is one thing that’s different from the Japan of my former life, it’s the city layouts.

Even Tokyo was like this. The traditional and modern were all mixed together, like it was in my previous life, but in the downtown areas there were also old European-style brick buildings nestled among the modern buildings.

Foreign settlers were allowed inland in Japan earlier than my former world, it seems.

In this world it was still the European explorers who were most aggressive in leaving their marks on foreign lands, although there are more old Chinese and Japanese settlements on the western portions of the Americas, particularly the Hawaiian islands and western South America.

Getting my world history facts straight was a little difficult when I was going through middle school.

There were more participants in the ‘new lands bonzai!’ phase than there was in my last world, so it was difficult to study the skirmishes and wars over new territories.

If you were curious, the British Empire still ended up with the most colonies.

As expected. The sun never set on the British Empire even in this world. Although, like the other world, they stretched themselves way too thin and America revolted, although it happened a little differently.

There was a war that started with territorial disputes over parts of India that sparked the first World War in this world, which was what led to the timing of the American revolt.

World Wars 1 and 2 from my past world also happened, although they are World Wars 2 and 3 in this world.

Well, the basic foundation of this world is still the same as that one, so I guess the major events were inevitably the same?

Anyway, I awkwardly sit down on the green, L-shaped couch that Suyin-chan had pointed at, hugging the super pack of toilet paper.

Honoka perches on the arm of the couch next to me.

The couch seats 3, you know…

From the back, I hear,

“What is it, Suyin? You’re loud. Boss went out on a job.”

“Oh my, then what was it she wanted me to do about these guys?”

Suyin-chan spoke merrily as the girl from inside walked out.

Un. It’s a young girl. Young teens, so 12, 13-years old? She looks like a half-foreigner, but there’s also something kind of odd about her.

It’s not like people with international heritages are that rare, but –

…

Um. H-h-hey, she walks super quietly, h-uh?

-!!!

I almost bolt out of my seat when I inadvertently look down at her feet.

None! She doesn’t have any!

Eeeeeeh!

“G-gho-!“

Even if I want to protest, my voice freezes in my throat, but if I calm down a sec, Suyin-chan is acting like it’s normal. And if I think about it, ghosts aren’t the ones who usually act maliciously, it’s youkai that are threats.

Calm down, me. Horror films are different from real-life.

“Ahem. Um, sorry, but are you a ghost?”

I ignore Honoka, who’s struggling not to laugh at my abrupt change in tone.

“F—uuun. So another guy who can see me, huh? People who can see ghosts are rare even on this side of the Veil, though.”

I feel a chill, both physically and from my own internal terror, as the girl approaches me.

She’s staring as if I’m a weird specimen, but aren’t our roles reversed?

I mean, even if I can see ghosts, I don’t see them a lot. Like, maybe once or twice, ever.

… I am reflecting on how completely weird and freaky that statement is.

“…Suyin, who are these people? Boss didn’t tell me about guests.”

“Oh? That is strange. She made sure to tell me to bring them in today, did she not?”

All of a sudden the ghost lets out a bloodcurdling shriek and darts behind Suyin-chan.

“O-o-o-oi, Suyin, th-th-th-that’s a-!”

Huh? Oh. I forget that Honoka’s kind of a big deal to people who deal with the occult.

Or, you know, the occult themselves.

Or more like,

“Are you hiding your aura?”

“Yup.”

I see, like I thought. Although youkai can still tell that Honoka’s something they shouldn’t mess around with by her very presence, it seems like ghosts can’t.

Come to think of it, how did Suyin-chan figure it out?

“Hulijing-san is New Guy-kun’s familiar, so it is alright, it is.”

Suyin-chan soothes the ghost by patting her on the head – is that possible? Although she’s doing it right in front of us, I’m doubtful.

“F-f-familiar!? Why are you bringing such dangerous people into our office?!”

Oh, Ghost-chan is not calming down at all.

The ghost is scared. What kind of alternate reality – ah, it’s a different world, though.

But we’re really not getting anywhere like this. I’d like to just excuse ourselves, since the Boss isn’t here, but would that be the best idea?

Not if Boss-san is going to continue to be persistent, right?

Although I have been feeling like I’m being dragged around by other people, if you think about it, the timing’s just right for me to find out more about the situation.

I clear my throat and ask,

“Um… aside from that, what is this place?”

At my question, Suyin-chan makes a face like, “Ah-.”

Right, you haven’t explained anything, just brought us over, Suyin-chan.

—

“Ahem. Sorry about that. I’m the receptionist of Happy Life Work. My name is Suzu. Boss Nagi isn’t in right now, so I’m not really sure about what I should be briefing you on, but if you have any questions please ask them.”

Ghost-chan, or rather, Suzu-chan calms down quickly.

Or like, Happy Life Work?

I object to whoever’s naming sense that was.

Oh, oops. There was something I wanted to confirm.

“Um, sorry, but is the Boss, Nagi-san, a woman with grey hair and –“

I almost say big boobs, but right now I’m completely surrounded by women so I judge it to be NG. Actually, even if there were guys here too, it’s still NG, right?

“Ah, yes. In general, she is known as the ‘Colourless Witch’, although she is actually not a witch.”

“A-re? New Guy-kun, didn’t Boss-san give you her card?”

I see. So that kanji I can’t read is ‘Nagi’. It’s not the usual one. I’ll look up the meaning later.

But what do you mean, she’s not actually a witch?

I put the petty questions into the back of my mind and glance over at Honoka.

“Un. Ask that one.”

With Honoka’s voice reverberating in my head, I ask Ghost-chan,

“So, sorry, but what is this ‘Veil’ everyone’s talking about?”

See, Honoka was apparently already sealed when this Veil came around, and it took a long while until we humans developed radio and satellite TV, so we’re kind of clueless, y’see?

Oh. Ghost-chan’s mouth is wide open. You could drive a bus through it.

“N-no way, you two are… but you don’t…”

I’m telling you, we have no idea, so please overlook the weirdness and answer the question.

“Th-that’s… Okay, well, about 2000 years ago, an event called the Falling of the Veil happened. Although it’s called that, what happened is that the Higher Dragons separated the world of magic and the supernatural away from humans. Because of that, civilization lost much of its progress, and only with the push of science has humanity begun to recover.”

“Dragons!? Ah, no, I mean, you say that magic and supernatural things were taken away, but it feels like most people don’t even believe magic exists? Even if you say it was 2,000 years ago, it’s unnatural that everyone doesn’t remember it at all.”

With some prompting from Honoka, telepathically, I manage to avoid derailing the conversation with pointless questions and ask the things that Honoka wants to understand.

The world is somewhat similar to how it was when she was sealed, but when you factor the 2,000 year difference it seems like that shouldn’t be the case. Despite a few historical differences, it’s more or less like the era of the world I used to live in, and by that I mean one where magic isn’t believed to exist.

Actually, it’s even more so than the world I used to live in, because even cultures that were more superstitious in my old world aren’t as superstitious in this world. If you discount the Blessings and god worship, and even those are now being thought of more like a science.

To be honest, I thought because of the Blessings and god worship this world would be more into the occult, but it’s strangely not so.

That is, if you aren’t directly involved in the occult.

It’s very confusing, and since Honoka didn’t remember the world having this kind of dualism, we’re taking this chance to ask ALL the questions.

From a ghost.

By the way, Honoka is having me ask the questions because it’s more master-like.

I don’t need that kind of distinction-! Even if I say it, she just smiles wryly and says I’ll need it.

For what? No, don’t answer that. I have a feeling I don’t want to know.

You don’t want to make me into some kind of Big Boss character, right? Right?!

Un, it’s an unlikely delusion my imagination cooked up. Don’t mind it.

“Umu. There is a distinct difference between people who know about the supernatural things and people who don’t. That’s why we talk about it as being on opposite sides of the ‘Veil’. When the Higher Dragons ‘separated’ people from magic, they actually just trashed everything magical and supernatural that humans had built, burnt all the knowledge that dealt with magic that humans accumulated, and cursed humans so that they would be unable to touch magic ever again.”

“…But there are people who know about magic?”

I ask a question that’s more like a statement.

“I don’t really know exactly what the curse was, but on top of the curse, the Higher Dragons was the main pantheon that bestowed magic and supernatural Blessings to people, and after taking magic away they left. Now, only humans who have passed to the supernatural side of the veil can get supernatural Blessings from the few gods left who can give them.”

This is getting more complicated than I thought.

“It basically means, there’s a curse that inhibits humans from noticing or understanding supernatural things. If someone directly experiences the occult, though, then they’ve rejoined the world of the occult and can get Blessings again.”

Honoka noticed I’m having trouble understanding, I see.

Un, so that’s why Saru-san said that Daiki-san can now get ‘Special’ Blessings. He ‘passed under the Veil’ to THIS side.

Before that, even though he lived alongside me, he was literally unable to comprehend that youkai were real.

Are? But he was starting to suspect, wasn’t he?

Un, there are those occult maniacs too. You know, the ones who never experience anything but are still sure they exist.

I guess human imagination isn’t effected with the curse.

Prompted by Honoka, I ask,

“Why did the Higher Dragons do it? They were the highest ranking pantheon that governed the most Blessings of humans, so why did they suddenly curse humans and leave?”

Ghost-chan tilts her head.

“How am I supposed to know? That was 2,000 years ago, you know?”

Riiiight?
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Can you guess what deadline I was trying to make but missed?

Happy belated Halloween from the kemonomimis from OriginStory (although I guess Toru and Naru don’t technically count, since their heads transform too.) That’s Goya in the back.

Patrons, bear with me. The posts are coming… tomorrow. Ish.>

     

Chapter 23: Teach Us, Kei-san!

Dan dadadaaan! It’s Q&A time with Ghost-chan!

Although the content is quite strange and I can’t really keep up with it!

Just so you know, it’s not because my brain is bad.

I was born in a different world, after all, and I feel like my knowledge from that time is conflicting with the reality in this one.

Anyway, Honoka doesn’t seem to have anymore questions she wants me to ask, so should I get my own questions out of the way?

“So… apparently Boss Nagi wants to hire us, but what does that mean?”

Right, let’s stop the difficult talk and start talking about why the heck we were brought here.

“…Eh?”

“It is about time, it is, that Boss-san got another employee. Boss-san and Kei-san and Suzu-chan have been running this business all by themselves for a long time, they have.”

Ghost-chan’s brain seems to stop for a second, and Suyin-chan speaks up instead.

I’m surprised.

“Eh? You’re not an employee?”

I ask.

“I am not indeed. I am a contractor who Boss-san is using as an employee because she is short of hands, as she is.”

If she’s using you as an employee, why doesn’t she just make you an employee? The salary would be cheaper if she was a direct employee than having to deal with the contractors’ fee, right? Although I don’t know for sure.

Anyway, I feel like asking about it, but at the same time I don’t know if I should.

“Iyaa, I wonder if I’m just worth paying extra~?”

Suyin-chan laughs heartily and places her hands behind her head as she leans backwards.

Look, it’s like I said. There’s extra pay – tte, why are you praising yourself?

“No, it’s because Suyin-san is uninclined to pay attention to details, is unsuited to do reports, and in general refuses to do anything clerical other than running small errands.”

Oh, there’s the truth.

From the backroom walked … oh, it’s the quiet, suit-guy that’s usually with that other woman, Nagi.

Ghost-chan smirks at Suyin-chan, then quickly stands up to welcome the suit-guy who came in from a backdoor.

“Kei, don’t tell me you sent Boss away on purpose?”

Without changing his expression at all, Kei-san merely stated, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world,

“If Aruji is here, the discussion won’t go anywhere.”

… Boss Nagi, your right-hand man is saying something like that about you. Is this agency okay?

“Indeed, if it’s that woman, talking would be impossible.”

Ooooi! Honoka, why are you being so proactive all of sudden? Don’t agree with him so readily!

Although I think so too.

—

With Kei-san, the talk turns into a regular recruitment discussion.

“The hours would avoid school hours. Other than that, the times may be somewhat random. The tasks are mostly clerical, although you will need to accompany a contractor on site to take reports occassionally. For example, accompanying Suyin-chan to make sure she doesn’t neglect any important details.”

“But we’re talking occult jobs, right? On site is-“

“Aruji is the one who handles all the dangerous jobs on site. The jobs for you would be far less critical. It shouldn’t be too taxing. You have quite the bodyguard, after all. Suzu is a land-bound ghost, so she can’t leave this building, so being able to hand off the minor jobs would be beneficial for our office.”

Tch. Headed off my question as to why Suzu can’t do those things.

As if sensing all my hesitations and confusions, Kei-san puts down his papers and looks me in the eye.

“Allow me to be frank, but for the amount of power you hold, it’s inexcusable for you to not understand how things work on this side of the Veil..”

Owowowow! Medic, I lost 5000HP!

Damn, he got me where it hurts. It’s not like I KNEW I was powerful or that I’d have a pet kitsune or anything!!! This is all rather recent!

Ignoring my grimace and writhing of absolute shame, Kei-san continues.

“Tagging along on minor missions and meeting independent contractors on this side of the Veil is a safe way for you to understand what things are like here. I feel like you aren’t the type to, ahem, excuse me. I feel like you’re the type who understands better if you experience things.”

Oi. Why do I feel like an insult was going to be said?

Although it’s true.

This guy badmouths everyone, not only his boss!

“Even if that’s the case…”

“It’s not like there won’t be any incentives for you… Thank you, Suzu-chan.”

Kei-san cuts me off and accepts something that Ghost-chan floated over from a file-cabinet behind the desk area a little away from the current sitting area.

Suzu-chan handed it over without moving, though.

Also, the cabinet closed without her touching it.

Poltergeist…

To see it used so casually, what should I say about it?

Kei-san presents what he was just handed(?) to me by setting it on the coffee table and slightly sliding it over.

So he’s not exactly giving it to me, but I should take a look, huh?

What is –

Eh. Eeeeh?!

“Although I told Aruji that she should wait for the person in question, her impulsiveness is – haa.“

Don’t just spit out a sigh!

Where did you get a residence card for Honoka from?!

My absolutely shocked face must have looked really bad, because Kei-san quickly said,

“It isn’t a bad deal for you, so please don’t find fault in it. Ms Honoka has been added to a family registry that can be considered as a very distant cousin to you from a rural town. The required documents have also been prepared, and she has been properly entered into the census.”

My mind went blank for a second.

It’s not just the residence card?

They… modified the census?

Eeeeeeeeh.

“Eh. Is it okay to do that?!”

“It is perfectly within certain standards to do.”

‘Certain’ standards? What standards? I notice that you didn’t say it was within legal standards!

I mean, this is, it’s kind of like illegal citizenship? No, although Honoka is as Japanese as the government, there’s still some sort of legal red-tape -.

And, like, how did you know what her name was!?

Where did they hear it from? I don’t think they were informed of it, right? Was it just in passing, when we ran into them that other night?

Didn’t you think to confirm how it was written before you got all this done?!

No, I mean… AaaAaah… my head hurts.

Let’s just stop thinking about things.

“So when you say distant cousin, you mean…”

“I am amazed that you’re able to come to terms with it so easily.”

Oi. So you are aware that this is absurd, you ice-faced bastard!

Unaware of me bad-mouthing him in my mind, Kei-san continued on.

“So distant you might as well be strangers. Related through a great-great-something or other aunt.”

Extremely distant.

Although I have complicated feelings, I glance down at the card.

“Honoka Aoki. Is the family she’s registered to aware of this?”

I’m grateful that the problem of Honoka’s legal identity has been taken care of, but is this really okay?

“Yes. The last living woman of one branch of the family has given her consent. She’s in this line of work as well.”

Un. Maybe not now, since there’s already so much going on, but at some time in the future we should go visit that woman. It’s proper manners, after all.

Although I wonder what kind of person she is, being ‘in this line of work’ and willing to randomly add a youkai to her family registry.

But what a relief!

Even if I tell people she’s my cousin, it’s going to get troublesome later on, legally. I’ve heard that recently the government has been cracking down on foreigners and people without the proper residency papers.

You can only go on for so long by verbal affirmation that Honoka is Japanese born.

Although she is, you know.

But, you know…

“This is great and all, but it’s not like I’ve said I’d work here? Or like, I don’t know why Nagi-san has confidence to make the arrangements for this. If I refuse, what will you do, with all the work that’s gone into nationalizing Honoka?”

“It’s an investment. Having you owe us one isn’t in any way a bad thing.”

A straight shot!

He didn’t even try to hide it!

I almost fall forward from the unexpectedness of it.

“That’s-.”

I’m at a complete loss as to what to do.

Even if I glance at Honoka – ‘Do what you want, I don’t care’. Is that what you’re saying with those eyes?

Help me out here- Well, even if I say that, my house’s kitsune is a cheeky bastard, so that’s not going to happen.

Oh. It’s like she can hear my thoughts. What a smug look.

“You know, Kei-san, without explaining the situation, there is no way they can make a decision, is there?”

Suyin-chan suddenly spoke up.

I almost forgot she was here.

“…The situation, you say?”

Both Kei-san and Ghost-chan look over at Suyin-chan and cocked their heads to one side.

“That’s not good, Kei-san. One, Hulijing-san has been sleeping since before the Veil fell, she has. Two, New Guy-kun hasn’t been involved with the people on this side of the Veil before, he hasn’t. Three, both Hulijing-san and New Guy-kun are powerful people beyond belief, they are. Without properly explaining what things are like on this side of the Veil, does it not sound like you are just head-hunting?”

With each clause, Suyin-chan puts up a finger, waving her hand in Kei-san’s direction, as if to tease him.

Ghost-chan makes a face like, ‘Oh, that’s right, isn’t it?’

I had to think about it for a second, but she’s surprisingly on the mark.

Which troubles me, a little.

For some reason I feel a need to be on my guard against Suyin-chan from now on. No, it’s not like I think she’s dangerous in the strictest sense. It’s more like, I feel like I’ll be toyed around with if I don’t watch myself around her.

Why do I feel like I’m meeting a lot of women with strong personalities these days?

“I see. How unfortunate, to be reprimanded by Suyin.”

Kei-san nods his head with a slight frown.

Did that really make you that displeased?

Kei-san continued.

“There is something like client confidentiality, so I can’t tell you the details, but the situation where the strong occultists ran the world boldly no longer exists. This side of the Veil has more or less split with being identified with such things like countries and such governing bodies. Or should I say, organizations on this side of the Veil hold authority that is not limited by borders?”

Ah… I think I understand. But just to be sure, I ask,

“At the same time, their influences can still be felt, even if you weren’t from this side, is it? Kind of like other kinds of organizations known as the Underworld?”

Un, rather than fantasy, I liked dark conspiracy theory type light novels when I was in my original world.

I won’t let you say they don’t suit me!

Kei-san nodded.

“More or less. There are several of those kinds of organizations fighting over the control of Tsunatou. Although the situation is at a balanced stalemate, if any one of them happened to take you and Ms Honoka in, it won’t end peacefully. And so Aruji took the initiative to take you in first.”

“… Just what is this town?”

“An advantageous location under the position of the stars and on top of the intersections of leylines. At least, that’s how it was.”

Honoka, surprisingly, was the one who answered that.

“To go along with that, pure land is even harder to come by in these days. The lands east of the Mediterranean in particular had nearly all of its substratum magic destroyed. The New World and many islands escaped most of that desolation, but when the Dragons left, a lot of the lands suffered. The American Northwestern Coast, Britain, and Honshu real estate are quite sought after, on this side of the Veil.”

Kei-san supplemented.

Heeeh… is that so…

Hm? In my other world, Britain was called the Land of Magic, and Japan was called the Land of Many Gods.

It seems like, in this world, things are remarkably similar.

Is it that, a parallel world effect?

Although I don’t know much about the USA’s west coast.

While I distracted myself with that,

“And? Who does Nagi-san work for?”

Ah – Good question, Honoka. She’s far more dependable than her master. Who’s that again?

I feel like running away from reality a little.

“Aruji is completely independent of any groups, factions, or organizations.”

Kei-san answered promptly and decisively.

I can’t help but wonder,

“Is it possible to be completely unattached to any one of them?”

Although I don’t know much about stuff on this side of the world, in situations like these there are lots of backdoor deals and stuff, right?

At least, that’s what I know from manga and light novel.

“Yes. Aruji is someone no one wants on their side, but everyone wants her to work for them. She was exiled by an influential clan from Southern Japan, so if any of the groups in this region take her in they’re making an enemy of that clan. And Aruji herself has no interest in that type of thing. Her situation makes her a completely neutral faction. In fact, Happy Life Work was started because other people of this side’s particular talents who had no interest in getting mixed up in the power plays would use her as a go-between.”

Honoka’s narrowed eyes that were carefully watching Kei-san flickered over to me as I looked at her.

What do you mean, giving me a shrug and a smile?

Let me think.

So Kei-san is saying that Boss Nagi can be considered a completely independent faction in herself. So then, there were people who took advantage of that in order to also remain independent, and that’s how Happy Work Life came to be.

Chaos faction… no, I shouldn’t call it that. It makes it sound like some anarchist group.

They’re like the opposite of that. The anti-troublesome-politics group.

“Just asking, but what if I refuse to stay at Happy Life Work?”

“Tsunatou will become a field of war.”

… I would like further explanations. Please!

In the end, I have postponed the talk by saying I would have to think it over.

Truthfully, although our high school allows the students to work part-time jobs, I technically still need approval from my guardian, you know?

Or something like that.

When I say so, Kei-san seems understanding.

If it was Boss Nagi, she definitely would have kept us there until we either ran for it or agreed to work.

Although I don’t know her that well, somehow that kind of scenario went through my head as Kei-san saw us out.

“You are surprisingly indecisive.”

Honoka quipped as we haul our groceries back home.

“Please forgive me on this. It’s only been, what, three days? In three days, I suddenly find out all of this stuff about veils and youkai, and that I’m some sort of rare entity, then I’m told to make a decision about something in an hour?”

More like, since Honoka is completely useless, I want to talk to Daiki-san. That part, at least, I wasn’t lying about.

If it were a normal part-time job, I’d be all ‘yeah, haha, let’s do it’, but this kind of situation is… I mean…

I won’t say I’m gullible, but it’s good to know what one’s strengths and weaknesses are.

————–

————–

Later that night,

“Wha~t?! Even though you expressly chased me away, you didn’t make him take the job? Kei~, this kind of thing~”

“Aruji, sprawling across a desk and sticking your finger in your subordinate’s cheek isn’t going to change anything.”

“Keh. Even though he’s that kind of guy, he’s surprisingly stubborn~? Although this Onee-san doesn’t mind that type.”

“Aruji, that’s rude. Although he certainly looks unreliable, it turns out he’s the type who won’t be pushed into doing anything unless he decides on it himself. Although he certainly looks unreliable. Also, you’re far too old to be an Onee-san.”

“Kei, I wonder which one of us is being rude, you -”

“I understand your impatience –“ “Ignoring me?!” “- since the factions have already started to move, but letting him come to the decision himself has greater meaning than just snatching him out of their reach.”

“Boo- although I get that, he can’t remain indecisive for long, you know~? If things come down to a Bad End, should we relocate the office to Yokohama to avoid the trouble~?”

“Aruji. Don’t try to dodge reality.”

“Heeeh~.”

Suzu-chan quietly watched her two superiors at Happy Life Work in their ‘discussion.’

It was a normal night at the agency.
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Chapter 24: The End of Peaceful Days

Daiki Manabe was sitting on the overly large couch, bouncing his foot impatiently while he stared out the window.

Due to various reasons, he had the afternoon off and was now waiting for Kousei.

Extremely impatiently.

Every once in a while Daiki flicked his cell phone up to check it.

“…He’s late. No, I guess he’s not really that late…”

Muttering to himself, Daiki couldn’t help but fidget anxiously as he resisted the urge to call his nephew.

To think he’d be turned into a worry-wart parent so soon! They’d only started living together for a few days, right?

If it was two days ago … there’d be no way Daiki would have gotten off this early, but even if, by some miracle, he did, there’s no way he’d be this nervous just from his nephew being a half hour late to arrive home.

Even if Kousei was a loner in Tokyo, you never know. He could have made some friends, or was trying out different school clubs, or even just loitering at the convenience store.

Daiki refused to believe that he was at the age where he couldn’t understand the independence-loving high-school boys.

But, just what has happened in two days- no, one day-!

Even if you say Kousei was very enticing for youkai, well, certainly Daiki had confirmed the dangerous entities that exist in this world, mostly out of sight for humans, but at the same time, Kousei had an apparently extremely strong kitsune on his side, and he’d received protective charms from a self-proclaimed god.

It wasn’t completely unthinkable to think he would be considered, you know, like one with divine protection.

But even though he was just normally concerned over Kousei’s safety, maybe just a little bit more than normal, today, Daiki had been transferred from Investigation Team Unit 1 to Unit 2.

“Even if I know Unit 2’s secret, is there any need to transfer me over?”

Daiki had asked. The stares from Unit 1’s team had been a bit painful as he had headed over to Unit 2’s office space.

“No. But it’s a little different in your case.”

Was what Supervisor Ooishi had said.

So he was a special case… now was it because of Kousei or Honoka? It had to be one of the two.

And he was right, but the content was a little beyond what Daiki had been expecting.

To hear that there were a lot of forces on the level of yakuza organizations salivating over this normal-looking city, Tsunato, it made Daiki wonder exactly where he had ended up moving to.

And then to hear that they were all going to be focusing on Kousei?

“Your nephew’s recruitment will probably be the highest priority. I’d like to say they’d do things judiciously, but…”

Hearing it made Daiki want to rub his temples to stop the throbbing.

To think Kousei was going to be the person in this city at the highest risk for kidnapping!

“Abduction would still be alright, since it’s a normal enough crime for law enforcement to be involved, but forceful coercion is also a concern…”

No, so kidnapping is still regarded as “okay”?!

“…Ah, but Kousei-kun has Honoka-san, so it should be okay?”

“Hm… I wonder. Kousei Ishikawa is one enticing prey, but the kitsune is also another one. There’s sure to be those who are thinking about sniping her from your nephew.”

Daiki felt like making a (´д`) face.

Even with the relentless all-nighters he’d had to pull before he had transferred to this town, Daiki somehow felt like he hadn’t been this exhausted in a long, long time.

“Anyway, until the situation stabilizes, it would be good if we kept an eye on Kousei-kun and his kitsune.”

In short, while they were training him on how to deal with youkai-related incidents, Daiki was in charge of confirming Kousei’s safety.

Which was why he was home so early today, and probably for quite a few days – or weeks – after this.

Although it was something most people would be happy about, Daiki just couldn’t feel comfortable about it.

In the first place, being allowed (required) to go home so early right after being passed over to Unit 2 – won’t Unit 1 be complaining that they weren’t using him right?

Second … exactly who can be happy about being allowed to go home early because his nephew is a high-risk abduction target?!

“Aw man… why isn’t he home yet?!”

Daiki yelled out as he ruffled the back of his head roughly in his extreme anxiety.

————–

——Kousei Side——–

*Click*

Securing the last clothespin, I stood back in satisfaction as I looked out over the yard at the laundry hung on the clotheslines before I picked up the now empty laundry basket.

For the first time in a long while I was able to wake up on time and do the laundry!

No, I get that it was only two days, but not getting to do the laundry in the morning just feels wrong.

And anyway, I only have so many sets of school uniforms…

And also, although we aired out a futon for Honoka, we had forgotten about washing the futon cover.

She said she was okay with it, but … making a girl sleep on the couch is NG.

Un… there were all those typhoons recently, but the weather said it should be sunny today so, it should be okay?

Well, I can ask Honoka to get the laundry if things go wrong.

In the kitchen is the scent of freshly cooked rice and simmering soy sauce.

That’s why I got up extra early this morning.

Washing my hands, I roll up my sleeves and prepare to make an extra-large bento of inari-zushi.

Why?

Er… it goes back to yesterday, when Honoka and I returned home with a mountain of groceries.

For some reason, Daiki-san was home.

Eh…?

Although I had that kind of reaction, my hands were full and I was worried about the cold groceries, so I just said,

“Daiki-san. You’re… early?”

“Ah… un.”

? He kind of answered really absentmindedly, but …?

“Honoka, these go in the pantry in the laundry room.”

“Hai-yo.”

I’m amazed at her strength and her ability to balance everything as she walks towards the back.

I get that toilet paper isn’t heavy, but it’s hard to get a good hold of it if the package doesn’t come with the plastic handle.

As I head to the refrigerator, Daiki-san says, “Let me help,” and comes along.

Silently putting them into the fridge… for some reason there’s an awkward atmosphere.

?

More importantly, the clams are still okay, right?

I had a bag of ice, but did I conversely freeze them?

Guess I’ll degrit them in a bit and find out.

Tonight’s dinner will be…

As I sorted through the things that I would need later, Daiki-san said, in a super serious voice,

“You got home late. What happened?”

Eh? Eh… yeah, I’m definitely later than usual, but only by 40 minutes?

Un, in this situation, regardless of how I feel about it, it’s best to properly respond.

Besides, I wasn’t doing anything questionable, unlike in my previous life in which I’d sneak off to the arcade despite my mother’s protests.

“Because of the various things that happened in the past few days, I haven’t gotten a chance to get all the shopping done.”

Various things being Honoka related.

“I see. I was worried, though. ”

… Daiki-san, were you always this kind of character?

“No, well, if you were worried you could have texted me, though…”

I can’t text him, since Daiki-san’s usually at work, but there’s no problem if he texts me, especially if school’s out, right?

“Ah… I didn’t want to seem like an over-anxious parent…”

“It’s the same whether you text me or wait anxiously at home!”

At my tsukkomi, Daiki-san laughs hollowly.

Seriously…

“…Daiki-san, I’m not good with this, so I’m just going to say it. What’s wrong with you?”

I’m not having much success playing the ‘straight-laced’ quiet guy, so might as well give it all up.

Daiki-san laughs again, but this time it doesn’t sound forced.

“Yeah, sorry. See, I got transferred from Unit 1 to Unit 2.”

“Unit 2… that’s the police people we saw yesterday?”

Honoka asked as she returned to the kitchen.

“Yup.”

“Eh… eh?? Is that going to be okay?!”

Although it’s called a ‘crime investigation’ unit… that’s more like a youkai subjugation unit, right?

Daiki-san is a normal human, though?!

“Haha… well, okay or not, it happened.”

“Ah… I see.”

Seems like it’s not like Daiki-san had any say in it…

“It seems like I’ll be getting a lot of training. It kind of feels like I’m back in police academy.”

“At least they’re not just throwing you out there and telling you to wing it! Will you really be fine…?”

Daiki-san, is it not okay to protest this transfer a little more?

“To tell the truth, my greatest skills were more action-related than investigation-related, so I don’t mind so much.”

“Mind it more!!!!”

You’re not going to be fighting normal criminals but youkai, you know!?

Ah… or does the danger level not change?

I never really came across criminals in this life or the previous, so I don’t really know.

Nonono, the danger definitely increases when you replace criminals with monsters, right?!

I get that Daiki-san often wonders why he’s in Investigation, especially with his OP Blessings that are clearly more like some light novel character than a normal, modern-day person, but he doesn’t have OP Blessings when you’re comparing him to the people – entities – on THIS side of the veil-!

Ah. I’m starting to talk like the others.

Saru-san, you said you’d hook Daiki-san up with some cool Blessings, right?

I’m counting on you-!!!

“Hm… well, it’s kind of like forced enlistment. It seems my first duty is keeping an eye on you.”

…

…Ha!

Sorry, my brain just stopped.

Let me think. What did Daiki-san just say?

“Eh. So police work is so family friendly these days… not!”

I couldn’t help but clutch my head.

I may not be far-sighted, but I’m not stupid.

This means… that.

I’m being way too conspicuous, but I don’t even know why – well, no, I do, but… I don’t!

“Hm… rather than keeping an eye on him, is it more like keeping an eye on the people who’d contact him?”

Honoka frowned and said.

…Hah-! Before I knew it, I was making pour-over coffee.

For some reason, in this world I’ve taken to making coffee whenever I try to avoid facing reality.

My caffeine intake has probably increased greatly from my previous life.

Even so, while I was nervously making coffee and trying to pretend that the things that were happening were things that weren’t actually happening, the conversation continued as Daiki-san said,

“Yeah. It doesn’t matter so much if it’s people you choose to associate with, as long as they have sense, but the worry here is people who want to do things through force.”

Eh.

My hand shook a little and the water almost spilled out of the brewer.

Honoka puffed out her chest a little and said,

“Hmph. Those who want to use force will have to contend with me, though?”

That’s right, I have the reliable Honoka, so I don’t need to worry! … right?

“I don’t know anything about that. It seems like a precaution… anyway, so I’m in Unit 2 now.”

I want to apologize with a dogeza.

Even though I knew Daiki-san would now come into contact with youkai more often after last night, I didn’t imagine it would be like this.

“I’m off early tomorrow too, to go see a shrine and get my Blessings reconfirmed.”

Honoka nodded when she heard Daiki-san say so.

“If what I understand is true, you will probably have new ones.”

“I’m not sure if I should be happy about that or worried…”

I agree, Daiki-san!

“Ah.”

As I wait for the water to drain through the coffee, I suddenly remembered something.

Daiki-san and Honoka looked over at me.

“No, well, speaking of shrines, I thought maybe I should visit that Inari shrine and see what happened…”

We completely forgot about Fushimi-san and Yui-chan.

We discussed some more things, like Happy Work Life (or was it Happy Life Work?) and meeting up with Daiki-san after school tomorrow, but among the things we discussed…

“It would be okay to go see the kanushi and miko from the Shrine of Inari, but I wonder if the other zenko will appreciate my presence…”

Honoka said that kind of thing.

And that is why I’m currently making a lot of inari-zushi.

It seems like I’m considered a benefactor of those who worship Inari, because I ‘subdued’ Honoka, also known as the ‘sealed one’, and Honoka is looked at… well, they don’t like her, but they’ll tolerate her, especially since she’s contracted to me, which can be considered a reward to me and a punishment to her…

I don’t really get it, because it’s not like the relation between Honoka and me is anything like that, and I just kind of did whatever I wanted, but anyway, I understand that the zenko, kitsune who serve Inari, will tolerate Honoka, but they won’t like having her on shrine grounds.

So I’m preparing apology-zushi.

“… Fried tofu…”

Honoka wandered into the kitchen, following her nose.

“That’s the first thing you say? Good morning, Honoka.”

Even though a woman sloppily dressed in her nightwear, looking sleepy, should be exhilarating, what’s with this no-good fox? Completely focused on her stomach.

I wonder if she’s going to become kind of a glutton now that she’s finally released from her 2,000 year hermitage- er, her 2,000 year prison.

Although I’d like her to be somewhat aware of her health, she’s free to be interested in anything she wants to be.

It kind of pisses me off that other people think we’re in some weird master-servant relationship based on some kind of weird expectations from a side of the world I don’t really have any idea about.

They’re just interpreting things however they want to, and it’s troubling that their assumptions are going to be a bother to us.

To be honest, I kind of want to run back to Tokyo and pretend nothing happened, but I know it won’t change anything.

Whatever.

Leave the worries about the future for tomorrow!

“How is it?”

I handed Honoka an inari-zushi.

“Un… *mogumogu*… I feel so blessed to have a master good at cooking~.”

“Oi. Well, that’s fine. I guess that means the seasoning’s fine.”

“Perfect!”

Honoka’s acting a little coquettishly, but it’s ruined when you’re watching the food so closely.

I can’t help but sigh a little.

It would be good if our daily lives can remain peaceful.
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Chapter 25: A Day in the Life of a NEET

Honoka gave a large stretch and a yawn as she arched her back like a cat.

It had been a few hours since both Kousei and Daiki-san had left, and she had spent them lying sleepily in the sunny hallway with the sliding door slightly cracked open, fully enjoying a lazy, warm spring morning.

“Hm… as expected, I’m still hungry.”

She rubbed her belly.

Even though she polished off the bento Kousei had made her well before lunch, and even though the calories in this age were greater – no, rather, even though Kousei’s food had astronomically more spiritual energy within it then even the offerings left by the highest ranking priestesses from an era where magic and ki was plentiful, it still wasn’t enough.

“Well, of course. I was sealed for 2,000 years, na… I’m surprised I didn’t turn into a dried up turnip.”

Honoka rolled over onto her stomach.

After 2,000 years, it’s only natural that her own spiritual energy was completely depleted.

After she was unexpectedly released, certainly she sucked in the ki in the area greedily, but due to the influence of the magical and spiritual powers of the seal crumbling she began emitting miasma and rampaging, so although she was ‘replenished’, so to speak, there was damage done to her meridians.

Like long-unused vessels that were suddenly filled with boiling water, they had ruptured.

Strictly speaking, as a six-tailed kitsune, Honoka was more than capable of controlling her spiritual energy so she had no problems with keeping the amount of spiritual energy she needed to live in her body, but she didn’t have enough to repair her damaged meridians.

It might be clearer to say that Honoka is capable of keeping her spiritual energy circulating in her body despite her damaged meridians by force of will, but she needed more leeway to be able to repair the circuits.

Certainly, by depleting the energy she had at her disposal Honoka could recover, but with the dangers in this new world she’d been re-introduced to, she was unwilling to divert the energy she was able to accumulate into recovery and risk being vulnerable to a hostile entity.

It was even more important now for protecting the home she had been welcomed into.

“But if I tell Kousei that I need more food, the food costs will go up ridiculously, na…”

Roll, roll, roll.

Honoka rolled about in the spacious hallway.

Although she hasn’t realized it yet, she’s being a perfect representation of a NEET.

“…Right! Today, I will go eat out! Although I feel bad for taking money, they’ve already given it to me and all.”

Indeed, a perfect NEET mindset.

Without even bothering to stand all the way, Honoka half rolled into the room that was now her personal room.

Barely big enough to unroll a futon in, Kousei had objected her taking this room on the account that the house was more than big enough for Honoka to have a larger room, but for Honoka, no, for the capricious beast-type youkai, something like a personal room is unneeded.

Rather, a storage den is preferred, and this tiny room that inexplicably still had full closets was perfect for Honoka’s needs.

To begin with, although Kousei’s bedroom wasn’t all that large, Honoka couldn’t calm down well enough in it these past few days.

Possibly a side effect of being sealed up for thousands of years.

Honoka hummed merrily as she rustled through the closet.

She didn’t have much in it, though.

Food expenses are necessary so it can’t be helped that she plagued their living expenses in that way, but apparel isn’t.

Although Honoka was interested in today’s styles… indeed, asking for money for clothes has to be out of the question.

Honoka also wanted a laptop of her own instead of always borrowing one, since Daiki-san’s had police work on it and it just felt wrong to use the laptop of the teenage boy going through a delicate time in his youth (Kousei’) when he wasn’t around, but a personal laptop was also a far reaching dream.

“I’ve already obtained the freedom I could never have dreamed about even before I was sealed, but there are already so many things I want. How greedy can I be?”

Honoka chuckled dryly to herself as she left the house, locking it with the spare key that was now entrusted to her.

Just as she was about to walk down the street –

“Ah. The laundry.”

Honoka had to undo the last few minutes as she rushed to deal with the laundry that was still on the line.

About ten minutes later, a six-tailed kitsune was prowling on the streets.

“Tsunatou Park sure is big~”

As Honoka walked along the sidewalk along the park, an old woman walking her dog happened to hear Honoka talking to herself and responded,

“It’s a nature preserve after all, dearie.”

Taking the old woman’s response in stride, Honoka asked,

“Nature preserve?”

“Yes, that’s right. The government protects it from being built on or torn down. It’s beautiful after all, isn’t it? It just goes to show that even in times like this, the beauty of nature is still being protected.”

The old woman smiled happily.

She took walks in this park with her dog every day ever since she came to this town as a new bride, and even now she hasn’t grown tired of the flora in this park, especially that marvelous, ever-flowering wisteria.

It made sense that even the national government had made its move to protect it.

However, Honoka had less optimistic thoughts regarding the nature preserve.

I see. This side of the Veil had its hand in that, I’m sure. It’s their loss if they let a greedy landowner plow up and build on land with ki this pure. Now that I think about it, although there are stones paving the park they seem to be purified and blessed stones with quartz mixed into the grout. Hm? The way they’re laid out… 

If she thought about how it would look from overhead, Honoka’s sharp wits caught on to the pattern the paving stones were laid out in.

I see. If one walks the entire pathway, it will complete the sutra of purification. Even if it’s only 1/30 as effective if a mundane person walks it, how cunning.

Thinking so, Honoka asked the old lady,

“Granny, do you walk this park every day?”

“Haha, oh yes. Every day when the weather is good. There are a lot of us elderly who walk it every day. It seems to keep us healthy.”

The old woman laughed, but for Honoka it wasn’t something silly enough to laugh at.

The sutras always benefit the one saying or performing them as well as their surroundings, after all.

“Although I walk here ever day, I haven’t seen you before. Are you visiting relatives?”

The old woman asked such without any ulterior motives.

She was just an ordinary old woman who enjoyed housewifely gossip.

“I actually just moved in.”

Honoka couldn’t help but smile as she replied.

Somehow, she felt that this other side of the Veil, the completely mundane side, was somewhat enviable in its simplicity.

Honoka was really glad from the bottom of her heart that Kousei had stopped her rampage that night.

Since she didn’t have anywhere she had to be, Honoka spent some time enjoyably chatting with the lonely old woman before she continued on her way on her quest to eat out.

After all, the old woman had just told her where the best places were for sweets!

Sweets!

Honoka felt like drooling

No no, it’s not like she has any complaints regarding Kousei’s cooking, but you know, the tastes of a high-schooler and bachelor don’t always include sweets.

Although Kousei and Daiki-san like sweets normally, both of them would rather have hamburg than cake if they had the choice.

Or actually, Daiki-san’s the type to eat whatever’s in front of him without complaining, while for Kousei it was a matter of practicality.

He had lived by himself without any friends for a long time, so making a whole cake or a batch of cookies that would never be fully eaten within a reasonable time didn’t make much sense.

Kousei’s the type who gets tired of the same flavor of sweets, even though he can eat the same curry for a week straight when he’s too lazy to cook.

Of course Honoka isn’t aware of the reasons there haven’t been any sweets in their home so far and has assumed that both men don’t like sweets.

However!

The sweets she’d heard of while sealed sounded sooooo good!

Even though it wasn’t like there weren’t sweets from 2,000 years ago, it was difficult for the head of Inari-ookami’s guard to come across such things.

Red bean soup with mochi on the new year, the occasional red-bean ohagi in an offering and that was about it.

Honoka continued on her way towards the down-town of Tsunatou.

Out of the options the old woman had mentioned, there was one that Honoka remembered from the few times she’d been downtown.

It was only a few blocks from the large park, so by going downtown from their house they would inevitably pass by the cute-plastered shop face.

“Although I’ll also memorize the locations of the donut place, cafe, and bakery she was talking about. Ah, I should also try to remember where she said those places for cheap groceries are. Kousei will want to know.”

Honoka muttered to herself, a habit she had developed after being sealed for so many years.

Ding!

A charming bell sounded as she opened the door plastered with dancing kittens and puppies carrying trays of cake and walked into the restaurant.

“Welcome… to Cafe Cinnamon… Sit wherever you want…”

Inside there weren’t many patrons, as the restaurant had just opened a few moments ago.

Instead there was a woman in a maid-type outfit sitting down and leaning sloppily on the counter in front of the coffee bar.

Behind the counter and coffee bar was the entrance to the kitchen, where Honoka could hear another person within.

But it was the third person, and final of the three employees currently in the shop, who was wiping tables that Honoka fixed her eyes on.

Honoka couldn’t help thinking,

This era has some interesting things.

2,000 years ago you could group the auras people had into two types: spiritual energy or magical energy.

Things have changed a lot within 2,000 years, but Honoka had been surprised that even the laws of nature had been changed.

The reason the news about the Veil didn’t surprise Honoka was because she had already been surprised that there was a third type of aura of … no energy.

Accurately speaking, it wasn’t that this third type didn’t have any aura at all.

No, there was a slight hint of spiritual energy, but it was to the degree that you could consider them as ones who didn’t have an aura.

Certainly this ‘No Aura’ was baffling to Honoka, even after hearing about the Veil, but she had no intentions of pursuing the topic when there was something that bothered her even more.

The fourth type of aura.

It was a muddy aura that had no traces of spiritual energy at all.

Even the ‘No Aura’s’ and those who had magical auras had spiritual energy.

For a high-ranking youkai like Honoka, being able to decipher the traces of energy that made up an aura was a simple matter, and this fourth type had absolutely no spiritual energy.

It’s not like they have the aura of the re-animated, and just by looking at them you can tell they have wills of their own.

Taoists who used corpses or the contaminated bodies of fallen warriors were things that Honoka saw often, since the world 2,000 years ago was overflowing with magic (more so than today).

Their auras were not so much the auras of living creatures but the aura of a magical spell.

But the people of this fourth aura didn’t feel like they even had a spell cast on them, let alone BEING a spell.

More importantly, ignoring the aura, it was clear that these were living, breathing people.

Honoka hadn’t seen very many people with this fourth aura.

It was to the degree that she believed you could live your entire life without seeing one – if you didn’t live in a town like Tsunatou.

Although this man, was throttling his aura, Honoka’s ability to see auras wasn’t something that could be blocked if you did it half-heartedly.

And seeing auras wasn’t the only way Honoka could perceive the ‘Truth’ of a person.

A kitsune’s nose and instincts are very sharp, let alone one of Honoka’s caliber.

“Oi, Sumi-chan, can you actually do your job~?”

The man wiping the table sighed and rolled his eyes at the lounging maid at the counter.

“Ah, Owner, I’m on break~…”

“You were just on break! Mou. If you didn’t fit the Authentic Victorian Maid, I wouldn’t have hired you~!”

Although he spoke semi-coquettishly, the Owner with the muddy aura had a deep voice.

Despite his complaints the Owner good-naturedly walked over to Honoka with a menu.

“Hallo, welcome to Cafe Cinnamon! Sit wherever you want, and here’s the menu. Call that lazy maid over when you’re ready to order~!”

“Right.”

Honoka accepted the menu and found a seat in the middle of the small restaurant while keeping the Owner in a corner of her eye.

Flipping through the menu slowly, Honoka thought about what she should do while perusing the sweets section/

Although she already had an idea.

“Excuse me, Victorian Maid Sumi-chan, can you take my order?”

Honoka smiled as she called the woman over.

“… What can I do for you?”

So it’s actually ‘Sumika’.

The lazy maid’s nametag read ‘Sumika’, but she didn’t bother to correct Honoka’s use of Sumi-chan.

Although she had been slouched, Sumika’s posture when she stood was impeccable and Honoka could understand why the Owner had recruited her for the looks.

“I’d like a chocolate parfait and black tea.”

“Understood … be out in a bit.”

Visually she was the perfect maid, but her words were lazy and slurred.

Is this gap moe?

Honoka has learned a lot of strange things through satellite TV.

Watching Sumika walk back towards the kitchen, Honoka waited until she was out of sight.

Smoothly, Honoka raised her hand and called the Owner over.

“Yes?”

Honoka’s eyes narrowed and a bewitching smile graced her lips as the owner finished straightening the table he was cleaning and came over.

Taking control of his gaze, Honoka spoke slowly.

“Owner, you…”

“Yes?”

“What do you think about a twin-tailed nee-san maid?”

“… Yes!”

Honoka had other interests rather than probing the depths of his strength.

————–

——Kousei Side——–

“…”

I’m burying my face in my hands right now.

I don’t even know where to start.

Seriously, what are you doing Honoka?!

I peek over my hands at the unapologetic smirk on her face.

“Is it really okay to ignore who that Owner is?!”

“Maa… we’re not in the warring eras anymore, and even descendants of sages are trying to live simply.”

Well, I guess it’s true that there’s no point in being paranoid… nonono, we just were talking about how I need to be paranoid about people from this side of the Veil, right?!

But what is really bothering me is…

Exactly how did you get a part-time job from asking his opinion on twin-tailed maids?!

How did you know about twin-tailed maids?!

Are you okay with working at a maid cafe?!

Exactly what have you been doing all day?!
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Chapter 26: Visiting the Injured

Honoka picked me up after school and told me a long, convoluted story about what she did today.

After I got over the initial confusion I sigh and say,

“… Well I guess the main points are that you got hired at a cafe, the Owner is weird, and I didn’t make enough for you for lunch.”

“If you wanted to take away the greatness of my storytelling, then yes, it can be summarized like that.”

Honoka said so with a toss of her head and a smirk.

Sheesh, she’s like a kid – ah, no, I guess having a child-like wonder of the world around you just comes with the territory after being a hikkikomori.

Honoka raises her eyebrows and stares at me.

Nonono! I wasn’t thinking anything rude!

“M-maa, weird stuff aside, so you got a job at a cafe, huh? It looks like the residents’ card is already coming in handy… Eh? Cafe Cinnamon?”

She said it was Cafe Cinnamon, right?

It was that store with the ridiculously cute storefront, but… Higuchi works there as a server, right?

But there were maids, or at least one maid.

“That place… is it a maid cafe?”

“Apparently the maid outfits are just the Owner’s hobby.”

That Owner with the weird (dangerous?)  aura, huh?

I’m worried about him for a completely different reason, now.

In general, I have some misgivings regarding the situation.

“… I don’t want to, like, say what you can or can’t do, but I’m a little worried about this situation. You could have just told me that I wasn’t getting you enough food. You’re going to be doing wait staff, right? Are you going to be okay?”

“I did properly warn the Owner that I had no experience at all, but he said, ‘I must secure an Onee-san who can still pull off twintails in a maid outfit!’ and so I was hired.”

“…Now I’m worried about you, but in a different way. Is the Owner a pervert?”

“I believe the term is ‘gentleman’, but he was also going on about how 2D girls are still preferable to 3D, so I suppose in a way he’s a hentai(pervert/weirdo).”

Just because a guy says he’s not into 3D doesn’t mean he actually isn’t interested in 3D… well, it should be fine, though.

I mean, we’re talking about a pervert versus a near-godly kitsune.

Although that doesn’t say anything about the problem that he’s also on this side of the Veil!!!

Seriously, pervert or not, isn’t that part more important?!

“I made sure to ask that I not get shifts after your school hours, so it wouldn’t interfere with anything you’d want to do.”

“That’s the least of my worries though!?

She’s over here concerned that it will interfere with my affairs, but worry about how it’ll affect you!

Seriously, what is this kitsune doing? She’s totally ready to just jump into society.

I haven’t even decided to take the job that came my way, so what are you doing, complicating things?

Haaa…

I can’t help but sigh as we climb the stone steps to the Shrine of Inari.

Although I have misgivings, there’s no real reason to stop Honoka from taking the job.

She has interest in it herself, and like Honoka said, just because he’s from this side of Veil doesn’t mean that I should keep her from doing it.

Although it super makes me nervous, Honoka IS a six-tailed kitsune after all.

Now if it were about me taking the job, finding out that the Owner is on that side of the Veil would be a definite NO.

If he was more suspicious, I mean other than his maid fetish, there’d be a better reason to have some resistance to Honoka, but seriously, if I freak out over every person who just happens to be from this side of the Veil?

I think I’ll develop a great case of schizophrenia.

If I think like that…

Haa…

The hikkikomori is already moving forward, and here I am still stopped in my tracks because I’m scared about taking steps into this unknown world.

Seriously, even if I try to resist I’m already in too deep, so why am I still trying to stay out of it?

I’m thinking I might accept the part-time job at Happy Life Work, after Daiki-san asks his co-workers at the police station about their reputation.

There’s a fine line between being cautious and becoming neurotic, huh?

Although I don’t think I’ll be telling this smug-kitsune that she helped me make up my mind.

A-anyway, I wish she had consulted me or Daiki-san before accepting the job.

Or like, I guess she was the one who solicited for a job.

Honoka randomly went looking for sweets and randomly decided to get a job after she randomly walked into a restaurant – even though it doesn’t feel like it would be a setup from some shady organization because Honoka’s just doing whatever she wants, it won’t hurt to be careful… is what I think.

At the same time, when Honoka told me he was hiding his aura, I couldn’t help but think… what if he’s just someone who wanted to cut off ties with This Side and just run a restaurant?

I don’t think that kind of situation would be completely non-existant.

Or more like, I feel like that kind of situation would be very likely.

Maybe that’s one of the first things I can think of because I would completely prefer that kind of situation for myself.

While making a mental note to check out Cafe Cinnamon myself, Honoka and I climbed the stairs to the Shrine of Inari.

It’s close to school, after all, so that’s why Honoka came to pick me up.

Although I had her wait a little bit away from the school gate.

It’s not like I’m worried about what people will think if they find out we live together or anything; we have an official story regarding that anyway.

No, what I’m worried about is the girl-crazy Higuchi seeing it and having a ‘riajuu blow up!’ festival.

He’s that kind of character.

Getting to the top of the stairs, we’re met with an empty courtyard.

There’s not a stern, angry-looking priest looking out over at us.

Fushimi-san wasn’t so badly hurt that he’s still hospitalized, is he?

IF that’s the case, I wonder if it’s really okay to bring Honoka along…

Well, as long as she’s not in monster-fox form, there will probably be no trauma…?

“Excuse me…”

I call out as I approach the main building.

There’s no answer at all.

Eh… I hadn’t thought that this would happen.

Even if there wasn’t Fushimi-san or Yui-chan, I had thought there’d be SOMEONE, since the shrine’s a bit on the large side.

Shoot. What do I do if there’s no one here?

I’d feel like a complete idiot, bringing this mega-bentou of inari-zushi here if there’s no one here.

Just when I was really beginning to get worried, there was a soft breeze and a commanding presence from behind me.

Uh…

This feeling is…

A woman in a dark kimono, silver ponytail, and slanted eyes was knelt there, as if she had just ninja-appeared.

She stood with an expressionless face – uwah!

Even though she’s definitely an expressionless character, she did not hold back a piercing glare towards Honoka.

As I thought.

She’s a kitsune.

The feeling she has around her is similar to Honoka’s.

I feel a little nervous.

I mean, this is one of Inari’s direct servants, right?

Oh shit, I feel a lot nervous!

“…”

Staaaaare.

The silver kitsune’s face immediately went back to expressionless and she’s now staring at me.

And totally not being subtle about it at ALL.

“U-uh… Is Fushimi-san in?”

“Fushimi-sama is currently resting within due to his injuries. Please wait a moment as I go get him.”

“N-no-! It’s fine! I was just paying a sick visit!”

“Then all the more that I should go bring Fushimi-sama.”

“An injured person is better off resting-!”

“Sayuri. What is going on?”

Look, we’ve already troubled the injured!

From within the building that serves as the priests’ home, the stern-looking priest is limping out.

Fushimi-san has bandages wrapped around his neck and head, one arm in a sling, one foot all taped up, and using a cane to walk.

He stops suddenly when he sees me and Honoka.

“-! … You are…”

“That’s… uh…”

I blank out for a second.

“That’s right. You are the boy who contracted that youko.”

“Youko…”

Eh.

Honoka doesn’t seem happy about being called a ‘youko’. Even though ‘kitsune’ is okay, I wonder why ‘youko’ is not.

Ah! That’s not something to be thinking about right now!

“Excuse me! I’m Kousei Ishikawa, and have recently come to this town. It seems our Honoka has caused some troubles, so I’ve come to give my apologies.”

I do a 90° bow, grabbing Honoka’s head and forcing her to bow with me.

“… My rampaging had nothing to do with you, though.”

Oops.

Honoka’s right, that wasn’t the correct greeting.

“Sorry, I panicked.”

I can send thoughts to Honoka no matter where she is, but we can only avoid having them intercepted if we’re touching, so Honoka told me to never use telepathy if we’re not touching unless it’s an emergency since we now have the eyes of… a lot of people who would have the capability to eavesdrop on us.

And I’m too much of a beginner to be able to secure my thoughts.

In other words, Honoka is confident her thoughts won’t be intercepted, but I’m the weak link.

orz

… We’re still bowed, but no one’s saying anything.

Uh…

“… I see. Sayuri.”

“Hah, Fushimi-sama.”

D’oh. I was holding out the mega-bentou, but Fushimi-san has one arm in a sling and a cane in the other hand.

He had to have the kitsune take it.

I am EPIC failing.

“Kousei Ishikawa, is it?”

Eh?

I turn at the unexpected voice from behind.

A woman in traditional kimono has appeared, coming up the steps.

Before I realized it, Honoka’s already moved between me and her.

It’s true that there was an uncomfortable feeling, like that woman’s eyes were licking us all over.

Even though it should be a reward from an elegant nee-san like her, it just makes me REALLY damn uncomfortable.

“Azami-san.”

Fushimi-san seems a little on edge in front of this woman too.

“Ara, Fushimi-san. The Saitou Clan sends its wishes for you to recover soon. Although our hands were tied dealing with your aftermath and we could only find time to come see you after you have been released from the hospital, it seems there were some tangible benefits to arriving at this time.”

She totally means me.

I might not be the brightest, and I might be SUPER good at second-guessing things even when I’m right, but the way that woman is looking at me and Honoka leaves about zero room for doubts about this.

“Good afternoon, Kousei Ishikawa. I am the representative of the Saitou Clan, Azami.”

Eh… a handshake?

From a woman in traditional clothes?

It’s somehow weird, so I can’t help but hesitate –

Before I can blink, from my right Honoka edged a little bit more in front of me, while a cane came from my left and blocked Azami-san’s hand from going any further.

Fushimi-san?

Azami-san doesn’t seem even a little bit fazed and just smiles, saying,

“Oh my, Fushimi-san. I understand he’s your guest, but I’m allowed to give my greetings, aren’t I?”

“My apologies, Azami-san, but I have obligations towards this young man from Inari-sama. Sayuri, show this young man in.”

“Yes, Fushimi-sama.”

…Eh…?

Obligations? From Inari-ookami?

Eeeeh?

No, I can kind of understand what happened, but the idea of Inari-Ookami instructing people in this shrine about me is still like … Eeeeeh?

Fushimi-san kind of blocks Azami-san as Sayuri-kitsune-san bows and leads Honoka and me into the priests’ living quarters.

As she led us in, Sayuri-san said,

“You did well to avoid the handshake. Although it was said that you were not knowledgeable about This Side, it seems you do have some survival instincts.”

“Please don’t expect too much of me. I just thought it was weird that she offered a handshake while wearing geta.”

And, you know, handshakes still aren’t mainstream in Japan, despite the longer history of Western influence in this world.

“… That is… certainly true. If she looked like a foreigner, a handshake wouldn’t be out of place, though. That said, please don’t get the wrong idea. Azami-san was indeed intending to do something, but as the representative of the Saitou Clan, it would probably not have been harmful. Although it might have been disadvantageous, for you.”

“Disadvantageous …”

“Reports of your abilities are naturally ineffective without a witness, so Azami-san was most likely attempting to confirm it.”

“That’s … kind of rude, right? Like trying to peek at someone’s medical records.”

“Indeed. I believe she was banking on your unfamiliarity with This Side, since information about that has also been spread around, unfortunately. Also, if it’s medical records, it’s likely that the Saitou have already seen them.”

“-!”

That’s totally disturbing.

Also, why is Honoka remaining completely silent through all this?

Although I’m not a complete KY(unable to read the mood), so I’m not going to straight up ask her right now, in front of everyone.

“Please feel free to sit at ease.”

Even if you say that, it’s not like I can sit sloppily.

Even if it’s only the priest’s living quarters, this is still part of the grounds of the Shrine of Inari, right?

Seiza is obvious, right?!

… Honoka…?

While I seated myself at the low table, thinking stupid thoughts like usual, Honoka doesn’t follow but sits along the wall behind me.

…?

Somehow, she’s been acting strange ever since she came to the shrine.

I understand that it’s the Shrine of Inari and Honoka had some circumstances in the past, but even when she was faced with Inari-ookami she wasn’t this distant.

No, rather than distant…

“Excuse me.”

I’m distracted from my thoughts as Sayuri-san delicately set a teacup in front of me.

“Th-thank you.”

…

…

… It’s so awkward.

Sayuri has seated herself at the table, but she’s not saying anything.

Honoka’s all the way in the back, and she’s not saying anything.

Even though I want to say something, the atmosphere is super tense, so I’m freaking out over what could possibly be a good topic.

‘So what do you do around here?’ or ‘What do you like to do for fun?’ or ‘Yo, Nee-chan, let’s hang out~.’

… No good, only playboy-like lines are filling my head.

You always draw a blank precisely when you need to think of something, huh?

There’s just us three in this room, awkwardly sipping on tea.

Actually, Sayuri-san only brought me tea, so it’s the three of us in this room in awkward silence and ME drinking tea.

What is with this situation…

Right when I thought that,

“I won’t accept it.”

“…Eh?”

Sayuri-san muttered something in a low voice.

Bang!

Oooh. It’s my first time actually seeing someone hit a table hard enough that the teacups went flying a few centimeters into the air.

Not that!

Eh? Eh?! What’s going on?!

“I won’t accept it. I refuse to accept that you survived when my parents are dead!”

Sayuri-san has slammed both her hands on the table, her poker face completely gone as her face twisted in anger.

What is she talking about – even though I had that kind of thought, I instinctively turned to look at Honoka.

Honoka was sitting in a perfect seiza with her back straight and eyes closed, but instead of ignoring Sayuri-san’s outburst, it looks like she’s prepared herself to quietly accepting it.

Somehow, the cheeky, mischievous kitsune seems to have completely transformed into an imposing, dignified figure.

For the first time, I’ve come to understand the fact that Honoka had been a military leader of the highest rank.
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Chapter 27: Feelings From the Past

Hiiiiiii-!

I feel like I have that kind of manga sfx running through my head right now.

Sayuri-san, the kitsune we met at the Shrine of Inari, looks like she has flames rising up from around her, her hair and tale bristling with anger.

It’s exactly a manga scene, isn’t it?

Heh…

…! No good, I’m trying to escape from reality.

After a few moments of silence, where I feel like I’m going to piss my pants from the tension (not really), Honoka, no, the statue-like kitsune sitting in seiza behind me, finally opened her eyes and said,

“You are the daughter of Hiirogane and Kaori?”

At those words, the atmosphere around Sayuri-san seemed to get even tenser and crackle with sparks of electricity.

And her tail suddenly split into four tails.

Eeeh…

“I’ve been training, ever since that day, to be able to defeat you if you ever became unsealed. But now you’re the pet dog of some youngster human?!”

That human is sitting right here…

Yeah. I’m not dumb enough to speak up, though.

No, as the master, should I actually speak up here?

Mumumu.

“I cannot bring back the dead. I cannot make reparations sufficient enough towards you. So. What is it you wish of me?”

Honoka is like a completely different person.

Even as she admits that she’s in the wrong, she maintains an aura of absolute command.

So this is the Rieko from 2,000 years ago, the commander of Inari’s guard.

An uncomfortable feeling begins to twist inside my chest.

At the same time, a murderous aura begins to rise from Sayuri-san.

“I want to hit you.”

Eeeeeeeh…

“Until my anger is gone, I want to hit you.”

Oioioi, hang on just a minute!

I have some objections to this, you know?!

But as I’m staring with a stupid face, still completely broad-sided by Sayuri-san’s request, Honoka,

“If that is what it takes, then I will accept your rage.”

“Hang on a-!”

As I start to protest, Honoka, with the smooth movements of a warrior who has complete control over every part of her body, turns her seiza so she is facing me and bows.

“I understand it’s unbecoming, but I request for you to allow me this selfishness.”

Without even hint of flattery or coaxing, Serious-Honoka makes only that request.

I feel the words I was about to say get swallowed back down.

“…”

My stomach clenches as I stare down at Honoka, whose eyes are fully focused on the floor, then at Sayuri-san, who pointedly doesn’t look in my direction..

“… Do you know what you’re getting yourself into?”

I ask.

Honoka lifts her head up and just stares at me with her deep, amber eyes.

The silly, cheerful look has disappeared somewhere and there’s a cold, solemn feeling instead.

It’s seriously unnerving.

I swallow hard, then say,

“… I get it. Do whatever you want. But don’t forget, you still have to wash the dishes tonight.”

If you can guarantee that you’ll be able to walk home with me after this, then… do whatever you want.

Honoka made another clean bow.

Against my personal wishes, the matter was settled.

Sayuri-san lead Honoka and I further into the residence building.

… It’s bigger than it looks on the outside.

“Ishikawa-sama, please wait outside the room.”

Sayuri-san appears to have no antagonism towards me, despite her fierce attitude towards Honoka.

She bows politely at the entrance to a large roo – courtyard? Eh? It should be a room… shouldn’t it?

I shelve those questions and ask,

“Ah… am I not allowed to watch?”

“You can, from the door. But inside will be quite dangerous, and although you are powerful…”

“It’s okay, you can just say it. I got it. I’ll wait outside.”

Sayuri-san bows towards me, then turns towards Honoka.

Her demeanor does a complete 180 as she coldly says,

“Enter.”

Without batting an eye or changing expressions, Honoka enters the room, followed by Sayuri-san.

Without a single signal, Sayuri-san leapt towards Honoka in a ferocious pounce.

It was very one-sided.

What am I talking about?

When they entered the room, Honoka stood in the middle, as if she was a statue.

Sayuri-san on the other hand began attacking her.

It’s a one-sided beating.

The sounds don’t leak out of the room, and it looks like Honoka isn’t taking all that much damage, but watching this makes my stomach hurt.

A minute passes and I really start feeling sickened when, from behind,

“It would be within your rights to stop this. That youko is effectively yours under the authority of O-Inari-sama. Even a myoubu like Sayuri won’t be able to insist on this.”

I look over as Fushimi-san limps over.

“Is this alright?”

He asks again.

I frown.

Somehow, it’s unpleasant.

Honoka, with circumstances I don’t understand, doing dangerous things I don’t like.

But I feel like it’s important to Honoka – no, Rieko.

“… I just feel like it’s something those two have to do.”

Is how I finally decided to reply to Fushimi-san.

“Is that so?”

Fushimi-san stands next to me, leaning on his cane, looking in at the crazy, one-sided fight.

“Well, your youko will probably be fine. The difference between two tails is a chasm that Sayuri-san won’t be able to cross easily.”

I thought so.

Honoka’s not even flinching, even if she’s getting a bit beat up.

I don’t really want to keep watching, though.

Even if she’s not being hurt badly, it’s unpleasant.

I turn away and say,

“It seems I’ve given you some trouble.”

Fushimi-san pauses for a second, seeming to be mulling over something in his mind, before he realizes and says,

“… Ah, Azami-san? That woman was going to be trouble either way. In a sense, having the topic diverted towards you instead of the matter from the other night could be considered beneficial.”

I-is that so?

“Well, it’s better that she left before finding out about this little match.”

Fushimi-san nods towards the room.

“…I had heard that Inari’s kitsune would hold a grudge against her, but I didn’t think we’d have to deal with a situation like this so soon.”

To my idle statement, Fushimi-san pauses again, then slowly says,

“Hm…that… well, your expectations are a bit antiquated. No, well, I suppose from your youko’s side, it would be expected, hm?”

…Huh?

I don’t understand Fushimi-san at all.

I stare at him blankly.

Fushimi-san sighed.

“Hm… let’s see… It’s true that normally, the myobu, especially the ones who had been alive from that time, would hold grudges against your youko, but a lot of things happened within the span of 2,000 years.”

“Eh? Ah… really?”

“In the first place, a single-tailed kitsune would only live around 1,000 years. As their tails increase, their life expectancy also increases, but it’s not that easy to gain tails, you know? Sayuri-san is actually one of the oldest ones.”

“Ah… so most of the ones who were alive from around that time have already died? Hm? But Honoka said that they would most likely still hold grudges, even after 2,000 years.”

It’s not like Honoka wouldn’t know the life expectancy of a kitsune, right?

Fushimi-san nodded vaguely.

“Well, like I said, a lot of things happened over the last 2,000 years. More specifically, a great big incident, well, a global catastrophe, really, happened within a few decades of … Honoka? Of her sealing.”

“Global catastr – the Veil?”

“So you know of that much. It makes the talk a little easier. The entire world was practically destroyed when the Veil fell, you know? Inari-sama and the elite myobu were actually seriously considering releasing your youko to help prevent all of Japan from being wiped out.”

Eh…

“But, surprisingly, her seal-stone became an anchor-stone instead and kept this land and the wisteria from crumbling in the upheavals. Even today, this is one of the few lands whose magic and leylines remain unchanged from before the Veil.”

Eeeeeh…

“So while ordinarily your youko’s transgressions and foolishness would be passed along as inherited grudges along the myobu’s lines, with circumstances the way they were, the story goes that, because of your youko’s foolishness, a six-tailed kitsune was sealed and saved this land.”

Honoka, you’re a founding legend now…

“… The story’s scale is too big. I can’t comprehend it.”

Fushimi-san chuckled.

“Well, I feel the same. We humans can’t fully wrap our minds around that kind of scale. And looking at her, you wouldn’t think you’re meeting such a person at all.”

I completely agree.

Although I was able to see a portion of that just a little while ago.

“Then, Sayuri-san’s grudge…”

“Ah. Well, of course there are going to be exceptions. For Sayuri, the circumstances are a little different, too. Your youko was supposed to become her godmother, after all.”

“…Huh?!”

I stare at Fushimi-san, eyes round.

What the – weren’t the circumstances I completely didn’t know about super important?!

Hoooonokaaaa-!!

“Well, because of that… hm. I wonder if Sayuri even knows why she’s fighting?”

“…What do you mean?”

“Is she angry that your youko let her parents die? Is she looking to test your youko to see if she was a worthy commander? Is she wanting to see the strength of a legendary six-tail? Does she want to see the qualities your youko has to be her godmother? Or is she looking for your youko to approve of her? I think… there are a lot of mixed emotions within Sayuri.”

“… It looked like pure anger to me.”

“Hm… 2,000 years is a long time, you know? Although Sayuri was certainly fixated on the Sealed One, it wouldn’t be surprising if her desire for reparations became tinted with other emotions. She was only a small child who hung on the praises of her parents regarding the legendary six-tail guard commander at the time, after all.”

I think this is also something I won’t really be able to understand.

Before I can say anything else,

PIKAAAAA-!

“Ugh!”

I wince and drop down into a crouch, covering my ears with my hands.

A harsh noise erupted, a crash along with a very high-pitched, ringing sound. It was like someone had broken a glass that was resonating at a high frequency.

It’s honestly very painful.

“That Sayuri… I’m the one who will have to fix the spatial barrier.”

Fushimi-san muttered.

He glanced down at me, then said,

“…For you to feel it that badly, it seems you are indeed exceptionally sensitive to supernatural phenomena.”

“Uu… Honoka?!”

If I think about what happened… that, it was a blow capable of blowing apart a spatial barrier in a shrine, right?

Even if I don’t know exactly how strong the barrier was, it couldn’t have been a weak blow-!

I grasp the frame of the doorway and look in.

Within the room… well, first of all, it was actually a dojo-like room now, not a courtyard, and it was a room blown to bits.

On one side you can see a busted up part on the wall, like someone had crashed against it, and underneath it was Honoka, slumped over on the ground.

She was looking down, with a gentle, troubled smile, at the black-haired four-tail kitsune who was crying into her chest.

—

A little bit later and a change of location back to the first room Sayuri-san led us to..

“To be honest… I know there’s not much sense in going against Inari-ookami-sama’s demands, but somehow … my emotions became a little unstable.”

Sayuri-san is apologizing to me, her eyes still red from crying.

Although you should be apologizing to Honoka… well, I do understand that, even if the harshest flame of anger was quenched, you can’t just change your feelings about someone that easily.

“No, that’s… it’s fine. I also let it happen.”

I’m not okay with it, but there’s no reason to be a pain in the ass in this kind of situation.

I don’t know if Honoka made up with her, or like there’s clearly still a distance between Honoka and Sayuri-san, but at least Sayuri-san doesn’t seem to want to fight her anymore.

Sayuri-san refreshes my cup of tea and serves a cup to Fushimi-san, then sits down a little to Fushimi-san’s rear.

Honoka is also sitting behind me, but she’s no longer acting like the commander, sitting like a statue all the way against the wall.

Like Sayuri-san is to Fushimi-san, she’s sitting a little behind me.

… Oh! I see, it’s kind of like the actions of a feudal lord’s retainer or something.

So Sayuri-san is … maybe she’s not his familiar, but she seems to be something similar to Fushimi-san.

When I asked about Yui-chan, the loli-miko’s, condition, the response I got was,

“… She is alive. I think… that’s all I can continue to hope for. The scar is unremovable, and her spiritual powers are… gone.”

“O-oh…”

Heavy. The atmosphere is heavy, Fushimi-san.

What do I say to that? I feel like the, ‘Hope she gets better soon’ that was initially at the tip of my tongue is completely out of place.

Thankfully, Fushimi-san carried on the conversation.

“Well. Although I hadn’t planned to have a chance to have a discussion at length with you, it seems that Azami-san’s timing has given me this opportunity. May I ask what you plan for yourself from now on?”

Fushimi-san asked with a more business-like tone from now on.

“Uh… well, I’ve already kind of heard of the bad situation I’m in. Although nothing seems to have happened so far, except for getting a solicitation from Happy Work Life.”

Or was it Happy Life Work?

Anyway, this was a lucky break. I decided to consult Fushimi-san about my situation.

Somehow, with him being connected to Inari-ookami gave him a credibility I felt like I could rely on.

At my statement, Fushimi-san sighed and said,

“… Of course the Witch made her move already. Well, it is actually not a bad situation. What will you do?”

“I honestly don’t know anything. Everything I’ve heard about it is from people from there, so…”

“Mm. Are you not interested in sheltering under a big tree?”

Big tree, you say… well, I understand what he means.

“To be honest, the idea of not getting stuck in a big organization appeals more to me.”

I said.

Fushimi-san sighed.

“I don’t really like that woman, but if your goal is to remain unrestricted, then that would honestly be the wisest choice.”

So it was like that.

I had the feeling it would be like that.

Even though I’ve been hearing it from various people, it really is reassuring to hear it from this Head Priest-sama.

“Now, there is some risks. The important thing to remember is that everything Nagi Kinjou says-“

Fushimi-san hesitates, so I supplement the most common phrase that comes at the end of a sentence like that.

“Is a lie?”

Surprisingly, Fushimi-san shook his head.

“No. Just the opposite.”

Eh? So she only speaks the truth?

“She’s a woman who uses her body and tone to cast doubts.”

Uhh…

So basically, even if what she says is the truth, she acts in a way to make you doubt her.

“If everyone knows it, is it really that effective?”

I ask.

“Hmph. That woman’s mannerisms are just too provocative. It’s easy to say that you’ll just believe whatever she says, but when faced with negotiating with a woman like her, can you focus on the matter at hand without getting irritated?”

It’s true that her actions and words are like they’re trying to get under your skin.

More like, if I think about it, the things I remember most about her are her provocative manners – and her assets.

“… That’s… what a troublesome person.”

In a negotiation… yeah. I can see most people just getting pissed off that she’s not acting professionally.

“… Well, regardless, this Shrine of Inari and Inari-ookami-sama herself hold a debt of no small degree towards you, so we will support you to the best of our abilities.”

That is actually really reassuring.

As Honoka and I were preparing to leave, Fushimi-san spoke up, as if suddenly remembering something.

“That’s right. Inari-ookami-sama said she would be dropping by your house tonight with a rather important guest and asked for you to prepare suitable snacks.”

“Oh, oka… huh?!”

Fushimi-san’s eyes twinkled with curiosity as he looked at me.

“Normally she’d just say to prepare suitably. I wonder how high you must have your Cooking Blessing to be able to grasp a kami’s stomach.”

… I’m not sure how I feel about you just assuming I have the Cooking Blessing, but … well, it IS true.

I feel a twinge of stress in the depths of my stomach.

“Ahaha… tonight?”

My head hurts too, but I don’t think I can get out of entertaining a kami by claiming illness.

—

The visit to the Shrine of Inari took longer than expected.

I wonder if Daiki-san was already home.

As Honoka and I walked back together, there was silence between us.

Honoka walked, somewhat listlessly, in front of me.

She seems to be in a bit of a daze.

Her back is no longer the energetic Honoka I’ve been acquainted with, nor is it the straight, forceful kitsune commander I didn’t know.

Right now, it’s a small back that radiates a sense of forlornness.

I’m not skilled enough to able to pierce through that aura with my words.

And so, again, we’re walking in silence.

“…My apologies. It seems I made you worried because of my personal business.”

Honoka says suddenly, with a voice like it’s being squeezed out.

“A…ah… no, well,”

My head swirled a bit, and the muddy, negative feelings I’ve been having churn around inside.

How do I feel about this?

‘Don’t get me involved,’ isn’t the sentiment I’m having.

If anything, if something happens to her, I’d rather it happen with me knowing.

“It’s not like I care about being troubled with your personal stuff. I get that there’s stuff that’s going to happen because of what happened in the past, and I don’t really care that it could be troublesome, just…”

But I don’t like it.

What don’t I like?

I didn’t like that Honoka had to do something dangerous, obviously, but that’s not all, is it?

I just didn’t like it… I don’t!

The Honoka that suddenly felt distant, the Honoka I don’t know about.

Did I like that Honoka got beat up by Sayuri-san?

Of course not.

Did I want to stop it?

Of course!

So why didn’t I?

Somehow…

If I didn’t allow this, would Honoka be able to fully become Honoka? Or will a part of her remain as the dignified commander with regrets that would span all eternity, Rieko?

Somehow, it’s unpleasant.

The Honoka I know likes anime, is a glutton, is cheeky, and somehow reliable.

It’s not like I want to tell her to forget about the past or anything… I mean, I don’t care if there are things like angry kitsune or whatever that will come after her, and I know it’s not like I can tell her to act like nothing ever happened.

The past happened.

But I don’t want her to wallow in it.

I open and close my mouth several times, trying to figure out what to say.

Dammit.

“Just remember, you’re my familiar, Honoka now, not Rieko!”

I storm off past her without giving Honoka a chance to respond.

From behind,

“… Kukuku. If you’re going to say something cool, then you should act cool until the end.”

“Sh-shut up!”

I’m aware that I’m bright red in the face.

Laughing lightly, Honoka ran to catch up with me, an unreadable look on her face.



      



<a/n: So I have about a week and one last big project for this 9-month course thing I’ve been doing.

I don’t want to say that I’ll be able to translate more after it, because it always feels like something else comes along, but … well, it’s true that the reading was a LOT.
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Chapter 28: A Food Critic Comes

We were supposed to go to the Hachiman Shrine in Tsunatou to have Daiki-san’s Blessings divined, but…

If Inari-ookami is coming tonight, that’s a bad idea?

Un.

It seems like a bad idea.

We were only at the Inari Shrine for a little over an hour, but… as expected, it’s going to be time to prepare dinner soon.

If Inari-ookami was going to leave a message at the Inari Shrine, couldn’t she have ball-parked a time?

Do I need to make a five-course meal? Full Chinese banquet?!

I dunnnooo.

“I’m home…”

“I’m home!”

…Good to see at least one of us has regained her good mood.

Even if she’s forcing herself, Honoka’s at least lively again.

As we come in the door, from the kitchen, Daiki-san calls,

“Welcome home. You two are rather late.”

“Un, there was some business at the shrine.”

Recently I’ve been speaking normally to Daiki-san.

Well, it’s only been a few days since he discovered everything about youkai and me and stuff, so please forgive the random moments of awkwardness I still have.

I’m really looking forward to the weekend…which starts tomorrow!

Just how much can happen in a week – is something I will never ask, for fear of a week like this happening again!

Even if these are my true sentiments, it’s not like that means that the next few weeks won’t be just as busy.

My Youkai-Life is just getting started, after all…

Orz

“Daiki-san, have you been home for long?”

“Hm, not that long. About half an hour.”

Eh?

Half an hour and he still hasn’t changed out of his dress shirt yet?

Hm?

Oh! Ooooh!

Daiki-san now has double shoulder holsters!

*whistle* Ain’t you cool, Daiki-san? What ikemen OP protagonist are you?

“Daiki-san, you’re dual-wielding now?”

On his left and his right; both sides are carrying a gun now.

“Ah… this… It’s a little hard to get used to, so I was trying it out. Supervisor Ooishi just got me this gun. Well, it’s police property, of course.”

“Heh…”

As we talk, I go to check on the clams.

Un, un. They spit out a lot of grit. Still alive, are they? When I tap on one, it closes.

Good…

“Seems like it’s a magic gun.”

… Eh.

Eh… what did Daiki-san just say?

“A magic gun? … What anime is this from?”

I couldn’t help myself.

Seriously, a magic gun?

Ah… un, I guess now that Daiki-san’s in that sort of work environment, something like a magic gun should probably show itself, but…

… Eh…

“I know, right?”

Daiki-san laughs tiredly at my completely dumbfounded face.

Although he hesitates a bit, he pulls one of the guns from his shoulder holster.

The magic gun is left holster, so it seems he’s expecting to use it more often.

… Somehow, I’m sorry.

Of course Daiki-san doesn’t give it to me – anime prop or not, it’s a magic GUN after all, and one that belongs to the police department – but he lifts it up so I can see it.

It looks … kind of plain?

Although the clear, glowing tube of liquid embedded in the side of it gives it a sci-fi vibe.

Either way, it doesn’t really look like it screams “magic”.

“It looks like a regular gun, except that glowy tube.”

“Ah… you can see the glow, huh? I can’t. It just looks like an empty tube to me. Supposedly, it’s liquified magic stones, though…”

… Fantasy? Sci-fi? Looks like these magic guns are more sci-fi fantasy.

The genre of the world I’ve been reincarnated in is becoming fuzzy inside my head.

While I’m feeling confused, Daiki-san said,

“I don’t really get it, but this is a temporary gun until I get my Blessings re-assessed. They’re expecting me to get some sort of Blessing that would help me fit in on this side of the Veil, so the type of gun I need might change. Seems like this gun is very expensive to use, because of this liquid magic cartridge.”

“I-is that so?”

“It’s a substitute for my inability to use magic at the moment? So they say. I have to replace it every time it runs out, but I can’t see the contents of the cartridge, so I wonder how I’ll do that…”

“I-I see…”

“The bullets apparently have magic inscriptions on them. It seems annoying to have to change out entire cartridges just to change the type of bullet you need for any specific occasion, ne?”

“I-is that so…?”

Both the technology and guns in general are outside of my understanding.

“Seriously… just like you said, what anime have I wound up in?”

Daiki-san sighed as he re-holstered the gun.

… Sorry Daiki-san, but, uh…

“Can I wreck your worldview a little more? Inari-ookami-sama is bringing an important guest tonight. Although I don’t know when.”

Daiki-san and I share a look that indicates we’ve given up on life.

I can’t help but apologize.

“Sorry… although we meant to go to that shrine…”

“Nono, it’s not like it’s Kousei-kun’s fault. Anyway, my … co-workers said that if we’re in close contact with the kami, it’d be better to consult them about my Blessings first…”

“There’s no way that’s the typical manner of confirming Blessings, right?!”

More like, are kami that easy to come across?!

Although I can’t deny that they’d be the best people to discuss Blessings, since they can bestow them on you-!

Is it going to be okay that people know that we’re involved with the kami?

“So anyway, because of that… I don’t know what we should do about dinner.”

“That- er, I don’t know exactly what you had in mind, but can I request that we eat dinner first? Like, soon?”

“Ah, I agree.”

Honoka quickly backs Daiki-san up.

I look at the two curiously and ask,

“Well, that’s fine, but it’s rare for you two to make requests, even if it’s just the timing. Are you both hungry?”

To my question, Daiki-san reasonably responded with,

“… I don’t think I can eat properly with the Ookami-samas around…”

“Ah…”

That’s true too.

“Let me just change out of my uniform.”

When I got back into the kitchen, Daiki-san was still wearing his holster, practicing drawing the magic gun.

Uwaah… seriously, my uncle-in-law is too cool.

He’s like the guy that every chuuni wishes they could be.

As for me… I go to put on an apron.

That’s right, in this life too, I don’t have a shred of ‘cool’ on me.

Orz

That said, as I get ingredients out of the fridge, Honoka’s tails shiver with excitement.

“…Honoka, do you want to help?”

“Can I?!”

Un… our house’s kitsune seems to enjoy cooking as well as eating food.

“Here, start out by washing the rice. Ah – let me show you how.”

Jajajajaaan-! Today’s dish is … tempura!

After thinking myself in circles, I decided on a tempura-festival.

You can have all sorts of ingredients and different dipping sauces, and in the worst case where the Ookami-samas come for dinner, I can always put it on rice and make a ten-don.

It’s fried so it goes with beer, but it’s light so it also matches sake.

Of course, I won’t forget to make some karaage and cream croquettes for Saru-san, if he’s also coming.

The marinating chicken and croquette mix were already prepared last night, so I just need to let them reach room temperature, then bread and fry them.

As for Inari-ookami – well, when you normally think of Inari-ookami, you’ll think of a pure, serene, cool-beauty. Although meeting her in person made my image of her go a little off…

Anyway, compared to Saru-san, who drinks mostly beer (although he finishes with ice-cold sake), Inari-ookami seems to favor sake.

Would hot sake be good? Ah – in that case, instead of miso clam soup, I’ll make sake-steamed clams.

Somehow, that seems to suit her image, no?

As for other things to go with sake… ah, is that good, I wonder?

I pull out a tupperware from the pantry cabinet.

“Daiki-san, is this ready, do you think?”

“Hm? Moromi miso? … Un, it tastes fine?”

Why is the response in the form of a question, Daiki-san -?

Well, Daiki-san’s rough sense of taste aside, I think it tastes fine too.

Then I’ll prepare some cucumbers to go with that.

There’s inari-zushi leftover from this morning, too.

Although it was supposed to be for Honoka, it can’t be helped.

I’ll make them for her again.

Yosh.

Sorry, but even if my Cooking Blessing is Lv6, if I don’t know how to make it, I can’t make it.

I just hope they’re not expecting a full-course French meal or something… in the first place, not telling me if you’re going to be here for dinner or just drinking puts me at a serious disadvantage-!

Although I have various ingredients, the quantity of each ingredient isn’t that much, so … swish swish, clatter – I prepare them quickly as I direct Honoka on how to make the sauces.

Although I plan to fry the tempura for the Ookami-samas shortly after the they arrive, I fry some of it now.

Of course for our dinner.

“Oooh, ten-don! Itadakimasu!”

Daiki-san… Well, I do get that he’s hungry, and he wants to finish eating before the Ookami-sama’s get here.

“Honoka, you too. Go and eat first. I’ll join you –“

Right when I said it, as I turned around –

“? ??!?”

E-Eh?! Eeh… EH?!

Who is this woman standing in our kitchen, staring point-blank at me?

When did she – who is she?!

“I see, I see. There’s almost no spiritual power in the various dipping sauces, though. Was it made by one of the others?”

She peered at me, tapping her finger on her chin and adjusting her glasses.

W-w-what is this woman?

Honoka? Daiki-san?! Help?!

Aaah… they look just as confused and terrified as I feel.

E-eh… if Honoka has that scared look, then, is this…

“Minerva-chan, even if you’ve been spending all your time in America, entering someone’s house without permission is still rude there as well, correct?”

As I thought. Behind this mysterious woman, a woman wearing red was standing in our foyer, looking exasperated.

“I-inari-sama-?”

I stuttered, looking at her like, ‘Please explain the situation!’

The dark-haired, olive-skinned, glamorous beauty who was staring at me straightened up, smartly pushing up her glasses, and said,

“Ina, it’s not like all Americans are rude. They just value spontaneity and the ability to go with the flow more than the Japanese.”

I-is ‘Ina’ this woman’s nickname for Inari-ookami?

‘Ina’ – I mean, Inari-ookami sighs and says,

“So barging into someone’s house uninvited isn’t rude?”

“No, it is. However, you invite me to a place with an artisan like this and expect me not to become over-excited?”

That doesn’t excuse the fact that you were basically trespassing!

And who are you saying is an artisan?!

I barely manage to swallow the words that threatened to come out of my mouth.

The identity of this woman, who is being dragged along with Inari-ookami, can’t be simple, after all.

Inari-ookami shrugs as she takes off her shoes and enters our house, saying,

“Good evening, I’m afraid we’ll be intruding. Ah, Saru is coming over in a few hours, as well.”

“Haha… welcome…”

Is all Daiki-san can say.

It’s awkward, because he’s still holding the don-bowl with chopsticks in hand.

I cough, and manage to stammer,

“W-welcome, Inari-sama. Um… this person is…?”

“Aaah… this is Minerva, a person very high up in the Smithsonian. Although she’s not a kami, she’s still in the same tier as Saru and me. Well, perhaps you’d understand better if I say she’s Athena, Olympian of Wisdom?”

It’s a big shot! In a lot of different ways!

“U-um…”

“Let’s set that aside for now. That tempura, will you let me have some?”

Athena-sama licked her full lips in a truly bewitching manner, but to be honest…

Your status completely overrides your eros!

Eh? Ah…. um, somehow, I have the Greek goddess of Wisdom in my house mooching food!?

Sorry, I’m completely still in shock.

Luckily my coping method is cooking, so even without my brain, my body copes well and two more tempura-dons are fried up and dished out.

If I had known this was my coping method, I should have picked up cooking back in my other life as well! Although I wouldn’t have had as much opportunity, I guess.

… Somehow, a feeling of wanting to eat Mom’s cooking again washed over me.

However, completely ignoring my sweet-sour feelings of nostalgia, Athena-sama was busy eating her way through the tempura-don.

Her glamorous, cool-beauty look is kind of ruined, considering she completely out-ate Daiki-san… ah, no, Daiki-san is nervously eating, so his pace has slowed, huh?

“He certainly has the [Cooking] Blessing, and at a level where it wouldn’t be surprising to find at a 3-star restaurant. The only thing missing is the knowledge passed down from older artisans, I suppose.”

Now she’s acting like a gourmet reviewer?!

Oioi, I’m a high school brat, y’know? Please have mercy!

Inari-ookami’s eyes narrowed and she smiled, saying,

“Hooh. Mine- Athena-chan can tell?”

“Level 5… no, 6? Although there are probably other restaurants with more polished tempura, this doesn’t lack too far behind. Well, for beings like us, there isn’t anything more delectable than this boy’s cooking.”

Athena-sama gave a predatory smile as she said the last part.

Although her praise should make me happy, instead I’m feeling all kinds of dread at her words.

Or like, you can tell the level of my [Cooking] without checking it with [Oracle] or [Divination]?

Or maybe the gods have a way of doing something like [Oracle] or [Divination] that’s not [Oracle] or [Divination].

Athena-sama closes her eyes for a moment. When she opens them again I feel a bit of a chill from her gaze.

A gold light seems to be emitting from her eyes.

“It seems the cod and shiso are fried to be delicate, light, and serene. Ara, is that according to Ina-chan’s image? The various mushrooms and shrimp have a heartier feel – ara, to go with beer, perhaps? Then for Saru? The rest don’t have any particular bent, but there’s a taste of tradition and nostalgia.”

Eh? Somehow, the gourmet review changed a little bit.

What exactly is the ‘taste of tradition and nostalgia’?

Now that I think of it, she might be right… mushrooms seem to suit Saru-san, and I might have been thinking about Inari-ookami at some point, but …

I can’t help but look at Inari-ookami.

Please explain!

She smiles with a somewhat troubled look and says,

“Hm… Athena-chan, is it from the taste of the spiritual power left in the food?”

“Fufufu, I may not be like that gourmet glutton, but my tongue is sensitive enough to discern even the most minute traces of spiritual power in food.”

“… Does spiritual power enhance the taste of food?”

I can’t help but ask.

Inari-ookami laughs.

“Spoken like a true cook!”

That wasn’t my intention, though…

Fingering the rim of her sake glass, Inari-ookami continues to speak.

“Maa, if you ask whether it enhances the taste of food, certainly it does, but there aren’t many humans with the capabilities to taste the flavor of spiritual power. Or perhaps I should say that only humans who are not quite human anymore can taste it. On the contrary, weaker youkai can only taste spiritual power.”

Ahh… I think I get it? It’s like, another dimension of taste?

It’s kind of a shame. I wanted to know what nostalgia tastes like.

At the same time, because I don’t notice any difference in the taste of my food versus others (except for culinary differences), does that mean I can firmly claim I’m still human?

This is a rather joyous discovery.

“Well, saying this much, it’s only you, Athena-chan, and Radegast who can tell the nuances in spiritual power. The rest of us can only tell if it tastes good or not.”

Inari-ookami laughs and downs her sake in one gulp before reaching to pour herself another.

“So… just for reference, what makes spiritual power taste ‘bad’?”

“If it’s made with malicious intent.”

“…”

Exactly how am I supposed to respond to that?

Of course food made with malicious intent will… probably taste bad? What does she mean by food made with malicious intent, anyway? Poison or something?

Athena-sama laughs at my confusions.

“Ina-chan, you’re talking to a guy who can imbue his creations with spiritual power without even thinking. Boy, let me tell you, normally if you don’t have the [Enchanting] blessing, there’s no way food or anything else made by human hands would have spiritual power in it. Well, any more than what is naturally in the materials, anyway.”

Ah… nope. I don’t gots that Blessing.

More like, I don’t really understand what you mean, either.

Unfortunately I miss my timing to ask for clarification as Athena-sama continues,

“Furthermore, it’s not like it’s easy to enchant things even with the Blessing. After all, the Blessings aren’t like some sort of game setting you can turn on at will. So normally, you would only impart spiritual power on things if there was a reason to.”

My head is starting to spin from the explanations.

It’s like I kind of understand… but I don’t really understand.

Thankfully, Inari-sama cuts in.

“Nah, Athena-chan, isn’t it easier just to say that they’re enchantments? You’d understand then, right Kousei-kun? Although humans can’t taste them, we kami, er, gods can. So malicious enchantments taste bad compared to other enchantments.”

I still have questions of what exactly makes an enchantment ‘malicious’, but I feel like I’m demanding magic to be thoroughly explained, so for my sanity, perhaps I should stop.

“Fu… Seriously. Although we’re the same tier of being, for you not to notice that this spiritual power imbued into the food is subtly different from an enchantment.”

Athena-sama sighs as if she’s greatly disappointed in Inari-sama, but Inari-sama, with a somewhat sour look on her face, counters with,

“Like I said, out of all the god-tier beings still alive, you and Radegast are the only ones who claim to be able to taste those kinds of differences. Two people out of hundreds! To the rest of us, this is exactly the same as other enchanted foods! Ah… although the quantity of spiritual power is greater, and it’s … richer somehow.”

“Always do the opinions of the majority oppress the minority. However, rather than being upset at you, I feel like pitying you and the others, since you can’t taste such wonderful nuances.”

Athena-sama sighs into her cup of sake – thank you, Honoka, for bringing them out!

If I had known Athena-sama was going to be here, I would have prepared something different. W-wine? Is that what she would prefer to drink?

… When did my house turn into a bar for gods?

As my mind wanders off topic, Athena-sama, with a slightly lazy, seductive look towards her glass, continues the conversation.

“However… although it’s certainly delectable, for such spiritual power to be present in un-enchanted, human prepared food, let alone such pure and unadulterated power – ah, no, before that, for you to be able to move such an amount of spiritual power with your unconscious thoughts…”

“!”

Athena-sama’s eyes glinted a golden color as she fixed her piercing gaze on me.

“… I wonder, just who are you, Kousei Ishikawa-kun?”

E-eh… even if you ask me…

“Isn’t that what you’re here to find out?”

Inari-sama, you ruined a melodramatic moment so easily…



    



<a/n: Let me know if the food parts get too much. My intent isn’t to make a cooking novel. It’s only supposed to be, like, 1/3 cooking novel lol.
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Chapter 29: What is Common Sense?

The location is still our kitchen.

Daiki-san and Honoka have evacua graciously moved to the counter seating to give the two goddesses more room at our kitchen table.

That’s right, the two goddesses.

Who are in my house.

That’s right, one of the Daimyoujin, Inari-Ookami, and the Greek Goddess of Wisdom, Athena-sama.

And the Greek Goddess of Wisdom, Athena-sama, is here to explain to me my Blessings.

If it weren’t for the fact that my Blessings are apparently a cosmic mystery, I’d feel it was overkill.

… And I’ve had yet another thought that makes me want to clutch my head in agony.

Guuuh-!

Under the nervous looks from Daiki-san and Honoka, the two goddesses get down to business.

Like Inari-sama did … two nights ago? Athena-sama pokes my forehead and I have a sensation like I’m falling backwards.

I’d feel a little more reassured if she wasn’t drinking sake while doing this…

Athena-sama’s eyes glint gold as she … does whatever it is she’s doing.

Suddenly, her mouth twitches upwards into a smirk.

“Oh my. This is indeed interesting. So you’re a reincarnator, aren’t you?”

“EH?!”

She figured it out-!!!?

“Ah, yeah, duh. We already know that, Minerva – Athena-chan.”

Inari-sama’s casual statement made me fall over.

… Just let me ask it.

Is there ANYTHING that I’ll be able to keep a secret?

Anything at all?

I mean, hell, I know I wasn’t known as the best secret keeper in my previous life, but come on-!

This is ridiculous!

“Hm, just call me Minerva as usual, Ina-chan. Unlike you, I’m trying to fly under the radar, after all.”

“Stop dodging the subject, Minerva-chan. If it’s about him being a reincarnated soul, Saru and I were able to understand that the first time.”

“Hmph. Of course I know that. My goodness. I was just about to get to the good part.”

As Athena – Minerva-sama tsk tsk’d Inari-sama (what a surreal image), I couldn’t help but speak up.

“W-wait a minute. How do you all know that?”

“Aah… hm. I suppose since these are extenuating circumstances, it’s okay to let you in on these bits of secret knowledge.”

Ath-Minerva-sama, I’m suddenly beginning to regret my question a lot, for some reason…

Before I can say anything, though, Minerva-sama waved her hand and my Blessings appeared, floating in midair, just like last time.

—

[Social]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Cooperation]Lv1

||> [Tact]Lv1

||> [Observation]Lv1

[Calculation]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Estimation]Lv1

||> [Arithmetic]Lv1

||> [Logical Reasoning]Lv2

[Japanese Language]Lv1

[Throw]Lv1

[Domestic Chores]Lv3

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Cooking]Lv6

||>[Cleaning]Lv1

||>[Organization]Lv1

[xxxxxxxxxxx] Lv6

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[xxxxxxxxx]Lv8

||>[True Sight]Lv10

||>[Bestowal]Lv4

||>[Voice of Power]Lv3

—

“If we just take the first three of your Blessings while ignoring the others, these are Blessings that are only bestowed when one goes past compulsory education and completes high school. A congratulatory gift, you might say. A first-year high school student having them – anyone could guess that you’re a reincarnated soul!”

“Even though every Blessing-specialized hospital and famous shrine I went to had no idea!?”

Ah, I accidentally just blurted that out.

But seriously, Minerva-sama is saying that like it should be obvious, and Inari-sama is nodding along, but NO ONE knew, y’know?!

“Oh my. It’s upsetting to think that even the shrines and temples have degraded to this extent… It happens somewhere in the world every couple of centuries, so you’d think they’d be aware.”

Ain’t no human gonna remember that in their lifetime-!

Although I think there should be records about some prior cases, when you think about how big the world is, I feel like it can’t be helped that the shrines and hospitals didn’t know what to think about me having those Blessings since I was 3.

Even in the one-in-a-million chance I went to a shrine that had a prior case of a reincarnated soul, I don’t think anyone would have went, ‘Oh yeah, I think there was something that happened like that in my great-great-great-great-grandfather’s time.’

The gods and kami kind of have a different kind of sense for this stuff, I guess.

“As for the next two, [Throw]Lv1 and your rather impressive [Domestic Chores]L3, hm… well, are they also from your previous life?”

Minerva-sama asked.

“[Throw] is, but [Domestic Chores] is new to this life.”

I reluctantly admit that I’ve become a housewife in this life.

Ah! If only I had said I got it from living on my own in my last life-!

Well, it’s too late for regrets.

Anyway, it’s probably best not to lie in this situation.

Even disregarding whether or not the gods can tell if I’m lying, lying like that would be like lying to your doctor.

Not good for you, and a waste of time for him.

At my response, Minverva=sama pursed her lips.

“Hm… well I wonder… so this is … ahem. We’ll come back to this one later.”

Like she was on a smartphone, Minerva-sama used a finger and swiped [Domestic Chores]Lv3 and its Sub Blessings to the side, out of the stack of my other Blessings.

… You can do that like it’s some kind of app? That’s my precious Blessing information!

It won’t be like she removed it, right? My blood, sweat, and tears went into that particular Blessing, you know?!

Well, it looks like that’s not the case, so I don’t say anything about that.

Minerva-sama taps that final, horrific Blessing that’s been causing me all this grief.

“Well, as you might expect, it’s this one that’s the most interesting.”

Yes. If you’re going to remove one, could you take that one?

“With this one, possibly – no, I’m confident. Kousei Ishikawa, you aren’t just a normal reincarnator. You’re someone who’s reincarnated from another world. And one that doesn’t have the Blessings system.”

“…”

“ “…” “

“…”

-! My brain actually shut down due to terror.

In the dumbfounded silence, Inari-sama spoke first.

“Minerva. What the hell kind of light novels have you been reading?”

Haha… right? Honoka thought I was chuuni patient when I first mentioned it.

So that impression wasn’t wrong.

Even one of the Daimyoujin thinks being reincarnated from another world is only a fantasy story.

However, the great Athena-sama imperiously pouted and said,

“Hmph. I don’t need your lip, Ina. I’m being very serious here.”

“What?! Exactly how is that being se –“

I finally come out of shock as they’re arguing and manage to say,

“H-how… did you … know…?”

“… Huh?!”

In contrast to Inari-sama’s shriek of surprise, Minerva-sama just smiled, as if she had known all along.

Sh-she really knows, somehow?!

I mean, yeah, I’m the idiot who just straight up admitted it, but -!

Just when Minerva-sama, with the stage presence of a magician about to show off his greatest trick, was about to speak,

“Wait just a second! What … does that mean something happened to Kousei-kun?!”

Eh?

Daiki-san’s super panicking, though?

What does he mean?

“What do you mean, Officer-san?”

He’s a Inspector, technically, though, Minerva-sama. But yeah, I’m wondering the same thing.

Daiki-san looks a bit confused as he says,

“No, that’s… in this kind of situation, did he, um… well, what happened to the original Kousei-kun’s soul, I guess?”

Um. I’m right here, Daiki-san…

“Fufufu! Oh my, it seems I’m not the only one who reads too many light novels, Ina-chan.”

Minerva-sama placed a hand to her mouth and giggled.

… Wait. So the Greek Goddess of Wisdom actually DOES read light novels?

“Ah, this Kousei-kun in here is the only Kousei-kun who’s existed in this body. Correct, Kousei Ishikawa? Since when did you realize it? From birth?”

Minerva-sama, stop tapping on my head, please…

“S-since I was… 3-years-old…”

“3, is it? They say that the developmental period for children starts at – ah. My apologies. So anyway, it appears I was correct, wasn’t I? Kousei-kun, you have memories of your previous life, and that life wasn’t one that was lived in this world.”

I give up.

“Yeah, fine, but how did you figure that out just from my Blessings?”

Before me, Inari-sama and Daiki-san still look like their shocked to hear that I was reincarnated from another world.

Honoka has a kind of conflicted look on her face.

Since I’ve told her about it before and all, although briefly.

Only Minerva-sama is confidently staring at me, not phased at all by the absurdity of what we’re talking about.

“First of all, although this should be common sense, I feel like I should confirm it with you anyway. You’re aware that, in this world, Blessings are what give people talents and abilities, correct?”

“Ah… un. I understand that only people who’ve managed to get Level 1 Blessings can be considered talented in that Blessing.”

Although I reaffirmed her statement, Minerva-sama frowned.

“Hm… let me say it another way. No one is able to have a talent or an ability unless they are given a Blessing.”

I’m not really getting it, but because she seems so adamant about something, I think about the difference between her first statement and her second statement.

“So people aren’t considered to be talented unless they earn the related Blessing?”

Un. I don’t understand what she’s trying to say.

Minerva-sama sighs.

“I’m saying that, no matter if they work hard or not, if they were never given a Blessing, they will never be talented.”

“Eh? Blessings are something that show up when you’ve accomplished enough … to…earn…”

Wait a second.

I look over at Daiki-san, my only measure of normalcy in this house, currently, and he’s staring at me with a really weird look.

Eh? Hang on.

Let me think a second.

Blessings are … Blessings are… eh?

What are they?

I’ve begun to hold my head in both hands as I feel my eyes begin to spin.

What are Blessings? Eh? Aren’t they a reward for all your hard work? They’re not? I mean, this lady is telling me … no, in the first place, who is this woman? Is she really a goddess? What is a goddess anyway?

Who am I?!

“Fufufu. So it seems like in the common sense of your previous life, anyone could be considered talented as long as he worked hard enough.”

“No, well, like, there are other factors than just working hard… “

“Then, if money and status were no issue?”

“…Yeah, basically.”

“Then how would you be able to tell if anyone is qualified for their position?”

Surprisingly, it’s Daiki-san who’s asking that.

D-Daiki-san… please don’t look at me so suspiciously… I’ll cry, you know? Seriously, I will-!

“No… well, with interviews and test scores and quals and stuff, just like this world?”

It feels like, somehow my common sense is really… different from everyone else’s.

I mean, I’m damn sure that there were employment interviews and qualification tests in this world too.

Is talent rising from hard work really that hard to believe?

“Those things are just for feeling out personality, temperament, and work ethic. Couldn’t someone lie about their abilities?”

“Well, yeah… but people lie about their personalities and work ethics too, in interviews.”

“But that’s different than hiring someone who flat out isn’t qualified.”

So you’re saying you’ll take a lazy, malicious person who has Blessings over a hard-working, kind person who doesn’t have them?

Eh? Wait. That really is what he’s saying-!

Eeeeeh!?

While I’m feeling really, horribly, terribly confused, Minerva-sama puffs out her chest and turns to Inari-sama.

“See? He’s truly someone from a different world, isn’t he?”



      



<a/n: Eheheh. Surprise. Common sense is more broken than the MC realized.
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Chapter 30: The Soul, Defined.

I won’t give up just yet.

I don’t think I’m that far off from common sense – just yet!

“Wait a second, please! Even if you say you can’t get Blessings from hard work, that’s how I was able to get and level my [Cooking] Blessing this far-! Aren’t there milestones to leveling Blessings?”

Oh.

Hey, Minerva-sama is suddenly shocked into silence.

That’s… I probably shouldn’t be feeling a small bit of satisfaction like this.

“Well. That is somewhat outside of my expectations…”

… Why are you rubbing your chin with a sheepish look on your face…?

“AaAaaah… See, Minerva-chan? Something unexpected has come out of your implementation of THAT.”

“Hmph. It’s been 3 centuries before any problems like this has cropped up, so isn’t it fine?”

“Only 3 centuries… who was boasting about it standing the test of time?”

“Tsk. It wasn’t just me, you know? And like, all of you guys were all for it, weren’t you? Odin even forced Mimir to work on it, even after he became just a head.”

… … ?

I am SO confused.

I’m not the only one. As the two goddesses start discussing various things, the rest of us are left outside the discussion.

Even Honoka looks completely clueless.

“But, well… I’m starting to see what you’re talking about. So, it’s that, isn’t it? His soul has access to the Fount of Blessings in order to conform its innate abilities to this world.”

“Fufufu. It’s more interesting than that, Ina-chan. Not only does he have access to it … haven’t you noticed? His Soul Core is a well-spring. That’s the meaning of that Lv8 Sub-Blessing. ”

There’s silence.

For Minerva-sama and Inari-sama, it seems like it’s because of the weightiness of the topic.

For the rest of us, it’s because we’re completely lost.

After a little bit, Minerva sighs and says,

“Hm… Kousei-kun aside, is it okay for the other two to hear about this, I wonder?”

“Ah… since Honoka-kun is now his familiar, not to mention a former servant of a kami, I think she’s fine. I’ll personally take responsibility for whatever may happen. Excuse us for a moment, Officer. Don’t worry, you won’t have gone deaf. It’s just for a little bit.”

Inari-sama waves her hand and a feeling like a haze drifts around Minerva-sama, Inari-sama, Honoka, and me.

Daiki-san has a complicated look on his face – ah. Honoka does too.

“As you might expect, this is strictly confidential information limited to god-tiered beings, but with the circumstances as they are, it would definitely be better for you to hear about it. Honoka-chan too, since she’s basically made a soul-pact with you anyway.”

As Minerva says that, I notice Daiki-san is just staring blankly at us.

So they did something so he’s unable to hear us.

While I’m idly thinking –off topic as usual – Inari-sama places a hand on my head and then a hand on Honoka’s head.

“Well, since it’s gotten this far, we might as well make it a soul pact, right? Wouldn’t it ease the strain on his body? Although I’ll admit that I’m partially suggesting it because it will simplify things within my court of kitsune.”

Minerva-sama thinks for a little bit.

“Un, let’s do that, but first let me explain things. Ina-chan, you’re impulsive as always.”

“Call it opportunistic.”

Inari-sama sniffs and releases the two of us, Honoka looking like she wants to shrivel away and die from being touched by Inari-sama.

Eh … why do I feel like a lot of ominous things were just said and decided for us right then?

“Well, the first order of things is that we god-tiered beings are strictly those who manage the Blessings for both the living and non-living. The power to manipulate Blessings comes from a pool of power we’ve taken to calling the Fount of Blessings. This is something that no one else is capable of touching, mind you. It’s a matter of the shape of a soul.”

“Eh, um … so literally, unless you’re a god, you can’t ever manipulate Blessings.”

Minerva-sama nods.

“You’re beginning to understand it. God-tiered beings can bestow Blessings as they wish. Humans and youkai who want specific Blessings can try to curry favor with the god-tiered beings, and god-tiered beings themselves can feel moved by the dedication, perseverance, and hard work done and bestow Blessings that way. So, in a way, I suppose you can say that Blessings can be earned through hard work, although I’m personally adverse to seeing it that way, since it’s technically incorrect.”

So it’s like that.

Somehow, I feel like I’m beginning to see why I didn’t feel the jarring difference between my former world and this one. If you didn’t know the gods actually existed as people, you just live your life and hope Blessings will come, or work hard in hopes of attracting a Blessing.  Even more so for people on the other side of the Veil, who have lost their detailed understanding of how the Blessing thing works.

It’s just, it’s common sense here that hard work does not necessarily mean you get a Blessing.

I guess that’s why everyone’s stuck more on ‘natural-born genius’ or ‘naturally-fated to have genius’ in this world.

There aren’t as many under-dog stories, except literally as fantasy stories involving waking up unexpectedly with a new Blessing.

“So… then from what was being said, then I actually have access to this Fount?”

“Yep. Even though you clearly have a human soul, somehow you are able to access and use the Fount without damaging your soul. That’s pretty dangerous for people to find out, honestly. Throughout history, even before the Darkening, people have lusted after the power to attain Blessings without doing so through a god-tiered being.”

“E-eh….”

I feel a chill run up my spine.

It really takes no effort to think of how power-hungry people would have blood-shot eyes in their greed over that.

Even though it’s not like you can just … well, I don’t really know how to USE it, so I think they’d find that having this power is not as user-friendly as they think.

“Actually, even if they found that out, it’s still better than finding out that your soul actually produces a Fount on its own. I don’t even want to think what the creativity of humans will think up if they found THAT out.”

“E-eh? Uh, what… does that mean, exactly?”

“Fuu… that’s not god-tiered anymore. That’s Progenitor-tiered, isn’t it? Even god-tiered beings would kill for that.”

Inari-sama sighs.

… … … … eh.

Hiiiii-!

That’s freaking terrifying-!

“Yes, I suppose we’ll need to keep this just between us, Ina-chan. I’ll have to disguise it on his Blessings list, as well. Even if the Digir and other more aggressive gods were annihilated during the Darkening, I don’t think it would be wise to leave it as is.”

As Minerva-sama busies herself doing … something, Inari-sama sighs and makes a wry smile.

“Although we’re not really sure ourselves, but there’s a theory that the Darkening was judgment on gods who overstepped their bounds, killing other gods and tyrannically ruling directly over humans and youkai. Anyway, a lot of the violent, power-hungry gods were gone after the Darkening.”

The scale is too large. I can’t understand.

“Then… many of the gods are gone?”

Honoka suddenly asks.

Inari-sama sighs and nods.

“Yes. About a third or so.”

Whoa.

“Alright. So here’s what I’ve got. Ah, I’ve also made it view-able only to god-tiered beings, so it will be gone from your medical records next time you get that checked up. I can’t hide it from other god-tiered beings, though. Literally, it’s impossible for me to do, but since I’ve given the Lv8 one a somewhat faulty translation, they should see that instead of the god-language version.”

“… Even if they see the god-language, would they even be able to understand it?”

Inari-sama snorts.

Minerva-sama makes a wry smile and says,

“Mimir and Ganesha aside, Anansi …”

“Ah. That guy would figure it out by instinct, and he’s definitely someone I’d rather keep this a secret from.”

Who’s Anansi?

Another god, I assume.

Minerva-sama tapped my list of Blessings and it updated.

That problematic Blessing is now:

—

[Abnormal Soul] Lv6

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Overflowing Spirit]Lv8

||>[True Sight]Lv10

||>[Bestowal]Lv4

||>[Voice of Power]Lv3

—

“The Lv8 Blessing would normally be something like ‘Innate Fount’, but, well.”

Minerva-sama shrugs, looking at the list with a somewhat satisfied face.

I am … totally not satisfied!

‘Abnormal Soul?!’

Ugh… well, at least no one but gods can see it… is it okay if I console myself with that?

Honestly, a lot of what they told me hasn’t sunk in yet.

It’s all too … too… ugh. My brain hurts.

“… So what’s up with being able to sense how to get Blessings?”

I decide to do my ultimate move of ignoring the difficult things – for now.

“ “Ah…” “

Both goddesses make a kind of strained sound.

Inari-sama spoke up first.

“No, well, you know, it got a little tough with the population boom… and the amount of gods got reduced, even, so… well…”

Minerva-sama, sitting completely straight, pushed her glasses up with a glint and said,

“We automated some basic Blessings.”

Ah… I see… eh. EH?!

“Automate – what?!”

“Well, with some things like mandatory education and domestic chores, and basic body-enhancing Blessings and such, just by working hard at them, you’ll naturally hit certain milestones… well, like that, we’ve managed to set up a system that will automatically dispense certain Blessings when you hit the milestones we set up. Ah… it took a whole team of us almost 250 years to make it work… it was completely out of my expectations that a human would ever be able to find out… Just saying, but if you published a book on how to meet all those milestones, you’ll get a lot of suspicious god-tiered beings watching you and my efforts to hide your Blessings won’t matter.”

“I won’t do that-! No, wait, are Blessings something you can just set up to dispense like a timed-feeder or something?! Isn’t it because of that, that there are some humans who are going, ‘There aren’t any gods, all Blessings can be obtained with the right set of rules’? Is it okay like that?!”

It’s not quite as atheistic as my former world, probably because the gods are much more… personable here, but on the OTHER side of the Veil, the beginnings of the desire for godlessness can be seen right now.

Inari-sama snorted.

“Ah, those types of people, just leave them like that. I’d rather them idiotically pursue some fruitless endeavor than what those types USED to do. I’ve had enough of fighting god-eaters.”

“G-god-ea – eh?!”

Minerva-sama also has a tired, annoyed look as she explains.

“Instead of frenziedly studying how to manipulate Blessings into being, before the Darkening there were so many humans and youkai who tried to ascend to god-tier to get the power to manipulate Blessings. Or, just tried to devour god-tiered beings. What a pain. There were even a few on this side of the Veil who tried it after the Darkening. When was the last one… it was in Japan, wasn’t it?”

“ARGH! What a nightmare. He was the worst one ever, that monstrous dragon-eater… Nobunaga Oda-!”

“Hah-!?”

Although Oda’s legend was a little different in this world, he was still the violent warlord who first tried to unite Japan. Just, he succeeded in uniting the main island of Japan and started moving to take over the world – with the breath of dragons, apparently.

Of course, nowadays they’re saying the ‘breath dragons’ was a metaphor for guns… but …

“The dragon-gods were already scarce after the Darkening, but that Oda-! He killed and ate the souls of 5 dragon-gods! And the last one was even an elder dragon-god! When I think about how he just smirked at us when we tried to stop him, like, ‘What are you going to do about it?’ – kiii-! Pisses me off!”

Inari-sama rages.

Damn.

It wasn’t the ‘breath’ (気=ki) of dragons, it was the ‘soul’ (気=ki) of dragons!

Wtf?!

No, more like, if there any more Oda’s who’d be able and willing to slay 5 gods, what would happen if word got out about me?!

Strange, even though I’m not crying, why do I feel like there are tears streaming from my eyes?
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<a/n: Anywhere that says ‘Font’ instead of ‘Fount’, please report. Because, amusing as it is, that’s something I definitely don’t want to get wrong, lol. Well, typos in general as well, because I does them 🙂

The reason I have to specify that one is because my typos are often phoneme-based (don’t ask how that even happens. I don’t understand my brain sometimes), and Font and Fount are just too close in sound AND appearance.

The Oda story was supposed to be silly, but somehow, the idea of him standing over a slain elder dragon god, flaunting it in front of other gods, was kind of badass.

Dunno if the title finally makes sense, but this was the defining chapter. Kousei has so much (potential for) Blessings that he’s …

The play on blessing vs curse is not exactly intuitive… I have some doubts about the title I chose.
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Chapter 31:  The Innate Fount

“Mm. But even if they were able to take possession of Kousei-kun’s fount, would it work the way they want it to? A human’s soul isn’t the same shape as a god’s, so what you can do with access to the fount is limited.”

As I’m having a mini panic-attack about a squadron of Oda’s attacking, Inari-sama speaks up suddenly.

That-!

I’m also curious about that. Even if you say I have this fount or whatever… what do I do with it?

Even if you manage to steal whatever this thing is, and however you’d be able to steal it (not that I really want to think about the possible methods), is it really going to be what you expect it to be?

If it was something as convenient as being able to get whatever Blessings you want, I could just go, BAM! Normalcy Blessing – or whatever, right?

If I’ve been trying so damn hard to be ‘normal’ and wanting it so bad, then why don’t I have something like that? It’s not like I’d have to understand how my unknown Blessings work to be able to use them, right?

I mean, I got the Cooking Blessing without knowing what I was doing.

But … hm? No, I fulfilled the criteria for Cooking?

Hm?

So did I get that thanks to this whatever fount, or did I technically get it the normal way that everyone can get it, through the gods?

“That won’t stop people from wanting it. It’s a ‘shoot first, ask later’ impulse, when it comes to humans coveting the ability to freely manipulate Blessings.”

Minerva-sama sighed as she leaned back and crossed her legs.

The two goddesses have grim faces.

“Uh… so, like… even if I have this fount thing… like Inari-sama said, how do I use it?”

Inari-sama just looks at Minerva-sama, like, ‘Hell if I know. You deal with it.’

Minerva-sama chuckled.

“How indeed… It’s true that you aren’t able to create Blessings. You also aren’t able to bestow Blessings on other souls. It can’t be helped. A human’s soul doesn’t have the capacity to do such things. That’s primarily why I assumed you were an other-worlder, rather than some forbidden lab experiment from somewhere attempting to harness the power of Blessings.”

“Ah. Because his soul has remained un-tampered despite having the fount? I get it now. As expected of Minerva-sama.”

Inari-sama sighs and shakes her head in admiration.

Minerva-sama smiles at Inari-sama, then returns her attention to me.

“Honestly, I can only think of it as a soul from a higher-order world being squeezed into the constraints of our world. He’s undoubtedly human, so his soul is 100% human without deviation. But humans in their world had unlimited potential, and thus his innate fount was born. And yet, a human soul is severely limited in using the fount. It’s incompatible. He has nothing that can let him use the fount’s full capacity. I take it, in your world there was nothing like levels, or other things that quantify talent?”

Minerva-sama peered over her glasses at me as she asked so, and I nodded.

Yup. Talent was all relative, y’know?

Conversely, I feel like it’s a little messed up here that people disregard other people’s efforts without a level number and a Blessing title behind it.

But … a higher-order world? I don’t know if I’d go that far to describe my former world compared to this one.

There’s a bit of a silence as Minerva-sama mulls over this information.

I finally can’t resist and ask,

“… So what AM I able to do with this fount?”

They’ve been saying that I can’t use it to its full potential, but… rather than hearing about what I can’t do, I’d rather hear about what I can do. And, like, what IT can do to ME!

“Oh, that’s right. Sorry, I never thought I’d actually be able to meet an other-worlder, so I got a little excited about soul compatibility.”

… I don’t know how to feel about this.

Anyway, Minerva-sama finally gets onto the most important point of the discussion.

“Well, first things first. It seems like god-tier beings aren’t able to bestow or remove Blessings from you.”

Eh… well, there goes the greatest benefit to being acquaintances with the kami.

Inari-sama’s eyes widened and she suddenly says,

“Oh, you’re right. How strange.”

“I’ve already tried several times earlier.”

Ooooi. I’m not a guinea pig! What were you going to do if it actually worked!?

“Don’t worry. In your case, this is a good thing. Curse gods, that is, god-tier beings with more malicious intents, won’t be able to mess with you even if they notice your fount.”

Eh. Minerva-sama, that … that doesn’t really make me feel better about the situation!

Minerva-sama ignores my strained expression and continues.

“You are also capable of gaining any Blessing in current existence. As long as you know the Blessing inside-and-out, that is. For a human, that will take quite the effort, unfortunately.”

“… It’s not that different from my former world, then.”

No talent without hard work, huh?

“That said, you CAN take short cuts. Since you can apparently sense and use the ABF, I mean the Auto-Blessing Formation, you can piggy-back off of it just like you did for the Cooking Blessing.”

I see.

So that was me giving it to myself, but using the gods’ formation… eh?!

“Is that going to be okay? Using something the gods made?!”

Minerva-sama shrugged.

“Well, the settings are made so anyone with access to the Fount can use it, so it should be okay?”

As for Inari-sama,

“Even if it isn’t, if no one talks about it, no one will know.”

Eh…

“If there are any Blessings you want, you can talk to Inari-sama or me to find out more about it. We might be able to add it to the ABF, but even if we can’t, we might be able to help you understand them better.”

Looks like god-acquaintance cheat is still in effect.

“How do I know what kind of Blessings exist?”

Even if I don’t desire to be an OP cheat reincarnator, I can’t deny that there’s an allure to being able to get whatever kind of Blessings I want.

Ah… I think I understand the god-eaters a bit better.

I DEFINITELY can’t let anyone find out about this-!

“You can ask someone with Oracle for a list. But don’t overdo it. You’ll be pretty suspicious if you have a ridiculous amount of Blessings.”

Minerva-sama uses a very stern voice to caution me.

“I know. Anyway, I only have a limited amount of time, so how many Blessings could I fully utilize? It would be a waste to over-load myself with Blessings. But I would like to see a list so I don’t do something stupid while trying to take something to protect myself.”

Honestly, if we don’t talk about my ability to defend myself from youkai, I’m pretty satisfied with my current list of Blessings.

I can coast through school, and I’ve really begun to enjoy cooking, to the degree that I was thinking about making a living out of it.

Although I’m not definite about that.

Anyway, if we’re talking about simple living, I don’t think I NEED anything else.

But the problem is that I won’t be ‘simply’ living.

I’d like SOMETHING for protection!

“It’s true that he’s lacking in Blessings from this side of the Veil.”

Inari-sama said.

Minerva-sama nodded.

“In that case, that brings me to the other effects of your innate fount.”

Why do I feel really nervous all of a sudden? Hopefully it’s due to overreaction.

“Your innate fount – even though it isn’t instantly recognizable as a fount, it has a scent of rich and pure spiritual power. When I first tried to identify it, I honestly thought it was the closest spiritual power to the World’s Origin I had ever seen.”

Another term I don’t understand, but I do understand it means trouble – for me.

“This is what attracts youkai and other beings that can sense spiritual power. Interestingly enough, you can even use it as spiritual power. A side effect of being human but possessing access to – that is, possessing a fount.”

Eh…

So it really was this ‘innate fount’ thing that’s been causing all this trouble-!

“Now that I’ve said this much…”

Minerva-sama has a mysterious look on her face.

“This is what affects these other sub-blessings. Sight, speech… powered by your innate fount, it’s been upgraded to almost god-tier!”

No, don’t clap for that-! This isn’t what I wanted in life!

Minerva-sama stops applauding and continues, poking at the sub-blessings still suspended in the air.

“But it’s this Bestowal that’s more interesting. I told you that you couldn’t bestow Blessings on other souls, remember?”

Uh… right. Wait, by specifying ‘souls’…?

“You mean-?”

“Souls are impossible for a human, but objects on the other hand… it would be good for you to learn about enchanting. Otherwise you’ll be bestowing effects on things willy-nilly.”

“Pft! Most people have to learn enchanting to be able to enchant. You have to learn it to stop enchanting-!”

Inari-sama, this isn’t funny…

“With this kind of ability, being able to bestow effects freely onto objects without being limited by the Enchanting Blessing, you can become a powerful magic tool creator. Honestly, you have so much potential for anything you choose to do, it’s a little envious.”

Minerva-sama sighed, looking back over my list of Blessings.

“…Even so, I’m only a human. You can say potential this or potential that, but there’s no way I can choose more than a few things to be able to focus on.”

Minerva-sama smiled a little at my words.

“Even so, the ability to choose whatever you’d like to do is very much desired among the humans in this world.”

I don’t really think it’s that different.

It’s not like people in this world are fated to have a set of Blessings pre-determined for them ever since they’re born.

If they really wanted something, they can work hard and petition the kami for a Blessing.

It’s not much different than working hard and being able to earn Blessings by yourself.

But I guess the difference of the words ‘by yourself’ is what humans greatly desire.

Even though you know that, by nature, a human can’t live by himself.

I can’t help but feel that the term ‘rebellious’ was made to describe the human nature.
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<a/n: So, now that the world-building is … well, it’s not complete, but now that I’ve gotten to this far, how was it? I usually like to do world-building kind of early in the story and then action, but I flipped it around in this story so that there was a lot of action before the world-building. I didn’t know how it would go, keeping readers ‘in the dark’ through some important events, and for so long.

After this it should proceed more/less normally. I think.
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Chapter 32: The Fickleness of Gods

Hi, this Kousei.

I’m in a mild state of shock.

I mean, like, look.

Other reincarnators get something like a cheat, right?

Usually, cheats are something that changes how they live, right?

Or, like, at the very least they’re USEFUL.

My ‘cheat’ is … the ability to live as closely as I could to how I lived in my previous life.

It does come with a bonus – the ability to be a trouble-finding magnet!

The ability to be extra-tasty to youkai?

Ugh.

Okay, yeah, the mechanics BEHIND it are pretty OP, but if you’re going to make them like that, make it so I can create any skill I want by the power of imagination, or the ability to put Blessings on my party members, or, hell, I dunno, make it so I can fully use it, maybe?

Seriously, if I try to optimize it so I can squeeze every advantage I possibly can out of it, I will probably spend my entire life chasing Blessings.

I don’t want to become a salaryman wondering why he even bothers working to live if he’s living to work at the age of 16.

Hai~!

I, Kousei Ishikawa, do declare that I am just going to live however the damn hell I want-!

Screw this-!

My inner self has suddenly developed a strong desire to rebel.

Rebel from what?

Life. The RULES OF THE WORLD.

Without caring for how I feel like the ground is collapsing under my feet, throwing me into a pit of DESPAIR, the goddesses move the conversation right along, like, ‘okay, next.’

“Oh right, we need to make that soul pact.”

Inari-sama once again reaches over and places her hands swiftly on top of our heads – that is, Honoka and mine.

I probably have more questions, but not only is my mind blank, I’m seriously exhausted from all the information that was just dumped on me.

I give up.

Do whatever you want.

… Wait.

“… I don’t know if I can refuse anyway, but exactly what is a soul pact?”

“Mm. Ina-chan, if Kousei-kun refuses, you probably shouldn’t continue with it, you know. Meddling with the soul without their permission, other than Blessing bestowal, is still a no-no.”

Minerva-sama said pensively, leaning back and crossing her legs, stretching her arms across the back of the couch.

Ah, so there are rule – wwwwwaaaaaait a minute, oi!

Inari-sama once again removes her hand, showing a bit of a pout in her expression.

“Well, that’s… a soul pact is basically just one step further from having a master-familiar relationship, so it’s not such a big deal…”

“Nonono! Please properly explain it!”

“Mm… okay, so getting a familiar means sharing each others’ spiritual essence.”

So it was that dangerous?! What if Honoka had been malicious?!

… Somehow, I feel like the voice of the world is telling me that if I underwent such a troublesome process as making a familiar without confirming the familiar’s personality, I’d just be getting what I deserved.

Yeah, yeah, I get it. I’m broken.

“So a soul pact is just a step further, linking your souls. Well, there’s really no risk, since it’s Reiko – Honoka and Kousei-kun. Since neither of you desire to consume another’s soul for power, the only thing it does is share the burdens of soul-related abilities.”

“Well, normally it’s done by people like soul mages, or Chinese cultivators. There aren’t many uses for soul pacts if you don’t use soul-related powers, after all. Other then a stronger soul dominating a weaker soul in order to demand full loyalty.”

Minerva-sama quickly follows up Inari-sama’s explanation with a much easier-to-understand supplement.

“Well, obviously your soul is much stronger, so you’ll be fine.”

Inari-sama said that so frivolously.

I mean,

“… Even if you say that, is Honoka okay with that kind of a situation?”

“It’s not really a problem, right?”

…oi.

Honoka, I think this is something a little more serious than just deciding … hell, deciding to get married.

Even before I can get upset, Inari-sama smiles broadly.

“You understand well, Honoka. Indeed, it’s a fitting punishment, no?”

Honoka nodded firmly, her eyes reflecting her determination.

Ah…

Since I can’t think of anything else to rebute, Inari-sama replaces her hands on our heads, then says,

“Alright! It’s decided, one, two, and three-!”

Eh? EH?!

A little more warning ple –

A rushing sensation, like being in the middle of a wind tunnel, rushes up from my feet, and a feeling like my body is being stretched out from my head to my toes engulfs me.

Ah… somehow, I feel a little like a fish swimming in a clear stream.

It’s been a long time since I had the sensation of being engulfed in water without my trauma flaring up.

Instead of the biting grip on my shoulders, the burning feeling from suffocat – anyway, instead of painful memories, I feel the happiness from playing in the mountain stream with my little brother from a past life.

Of course, this isn’t really water…

Among the – illusory – stream of clear water, there’s a small flame.

I can’t help moving towards it.

As I swim through the stream, I reach out and grasp hold of the flame, gently cradling it in my hands.

It suddenly flared up, then moved to reach even closer, moving to collide with my chest, then –

I found Honoka.

At that moment, like someone had turned the tap off, it all stopped, pausing the world for the merest of split seconds, before everything seemed to go in reverse, and it felt like my mind had snapped back to reality.

As I sat there in a daze, I can barely hear Minerva-sama reprimanding Inari-sama.

“Just suddenly doing it like that – a soul pact is a delicate operation! Where were your instructions, hm? Mou, Ina-chan…”

“Oh my, well, it seems like everything goes so easily for him, so I didn’t think he’d need it~. Well, I mean, just look at the results for yourself.”

“That’s not a very good excuse, you know.”

Before I can register the words they were saying, Inari-sama slapped me on the back.

“Well, it succeeded! Good, good! Now let’s go back. You’re uncle’s probably getting pretty worried, no?”

…!

That’s right, Daiki-san!

Even though there was only an invisible sound barrier separating us, I had completely forgotten.

Is this ‘out of sight, out of mind’? No, ‘out of earshot’, huh?

With a feeling like popping a bubble, suddenly the hum of electronics and lights comes back.

Along with the laughter of two middle-aged guys.

“Oh? Saru, when did you arrive?”

Inari-sama asked the two slightly tipsy men who were sharing bottles.

“Nn, maa, a while ago?”

Saru-sama smacked his lips while raising a jade green sake glass.

“Sorry for keeping you boys waiting.”

Minerva-sama smiled wryly, reaching her hand out to seize another glass.

Ah… the fine sake … I mean, I bought it for the kami anyway, but this month’s allowance is being drunk away…

I guess I should consider it an offering?

“Don’t worry, me and this guy were having some fun with his Blessings. Iyaaa, it’s been too long since I’ve actually done my godly duties, and it’s a first time doin’ it face to face like this.”

“You… please do your duties responsibly.”

“Ahahaha-!”

Saru-sama laughed loudly, tossing the liquor back as he did so, waving Inari-sama’s words off.

Daiki-san… you’re so adaptable.

He’s smiling with a mellow smile, clearly having partaken in the alcohol as well, and getting along easily with Saru-sama.

Even though Saru-sama is the easy-to-get-along-with type, is it normal to get along with each other so easily?

I feel a little bitter that he’s somehow more at ease than I am.

“Um… I’m going to get more drinks and food-.”

I quickly excuse myself, feeling even more exhausted as I watch the kami fully prepared to hunker down and party.

But as I had Daiki-san take the kami into the sitting room, Minerva-sama remained behind, swirling the liquor in her glass.

“M-minerva-sama? Is there something…”

“Mm… I didn’t stop Inari from doing as she pleased, but I just wanted to let you know that for your case, a soul pact is probably the correct method to use. In the first place, you’ve survived these ten-and-some years well enough, but you also weren’t using any of this spiritual power – more like, superior spiritual power? – anyway, that’s probably not going to be the case from now on. We’re a little worried about whether your soul and body can take it… anyway, with a high-ranking youkai tethered to your soul, it should mitigate any sort of strain that might occur.”

I see.

Minerva-sama noticed that I wasn’t happy about how our discussion had ended, with the soul pact thing almost being forced on me without much chance for me to resist.

I opened my mouth and said,

“Even if it’s for my good or whatever, I’m not really happy that we’re just using Honoka like some strengthening material or something.”

To my slightly bitter complaint, Minerva-sama smiled and said,

“Between being sealed into a rock or sealed to a human soul, which do you think is preferable?”

“…”

I do get it, but in a way, I feel like, rather than to help me, Inari-sama definitely had her own purposes to leading us to make a soul pact.

And I still don’t know that much about it.

‘The gods are fickle’ – that thought resounds deeply inside my heart.

As the night grew long and the gods drank and made merry, I couldn’t really join the light-hearted atmosphere.

In the first place, it’s not that easy to just mingle in to get drunk with gods.

I don’t know how Daiki-san is managing it.

I robotically fry up tempura and refill glasses, and before I know it, it’s already far too late and the gods have finally gone home.

Without even cleaning up the mess, I call it a night and fall face down on my bed.

My HP and MP – that is, mental points – are both at 0.

I’m done. Forget it.

Future Kousei, it’s all your’s now.

I’m going to sleep.
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<a/n: lmao. Kousei got a bit salty. Man, he’s SO not happy with me right now. It’s seriously the first time I’ve felt so much resentment from a character.

Wonder why…
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Anyway, the prologue (30+ chapters in) is now over! Yaaaaay … orz
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Chapter 33: Conviction by the Mountain Stream

Where is this?

Even though I’m thinking something like that, I recognize the scenery.

This…

Trees sway in the refreshing breeze, and the babbling of a mountain stream comes from my left.

If I’m not mistaken, then to my right is a car park.

This place is the mountain near my grandmother’s, where my family used to go to, most of the time, for golden week.

Of course, I mean the grandmother and family from my previous life.

I go down the small pathway, with its canopy of trees, and find the stream.

Big enough to fish in, small enough to walk without swimming.

Although my little brother almost got washed away once, when he was very young.

As I feel the cool water washing over my feet, I suddenly have the urge to cry.

I don’t know why.

It’s not due to the nostalgia, and it’s not like I’m yearning to go back to those times.

Just… I just feel the sudden need to cry until I don’t have anymore tears.

After a little while, sitting on the bank with my feet in the stream, as I’m watching the water sweep by, I feel a heat from a little ways down river.

It’s not a harsh heat but a comfortable warmth.

I stand and, walking through the water, I go looking for the source.

For some reason, despite my 16 years of living in fear for my life, I don’t really have any caution.

Somehow I feel like, in this mountain, there’s nothing that can hurt me.

Even though when I went with my family, we had to be wary of bears. And boars. Actually, it was more the boars we were scared of than the bears.

Down river, there’s a pale-gold flame flickering above the water.

As I get closer it moved, and an absolutely adorable fox cub made of flames uncurled itself and lifted its head to look at me.

Well, who else can it be?

“…Honoka, where is this?”

The fox cub adorably yawned before walking over the water towards me.

“It’s your soul realm. It’s really peaceful here, it makes me feel like taking a nap.”

The sunlight through the trees spreads a pattern on her flames.

Even though the flames should give off a light of their own… eh. It’s fantasy.

Honoka’s flames aren’t hot.

I can’t help but try to mofu mofu her, but it doesn’t really feel much like anything. Although Honoka seems to like it.

“My soul realm…”

“Well, one of the reasons why soul mages make soul pacts is to realize their soul realms. Most people have to make the pact and merge soul realms to realize them – although I think yours might have been strong enough that it would eventually realize itself on its own. I mean, this is almost all your soul realm. I don’t think I have even a little bit in this.”

“Hm…”

We walk back towards the side of the stream, and for a while, we sit on the bank, Honoka curled up on my lap and me swinging my feet in the stream.

“A soul realm… what kind of thing is it?”

“A place of rest for the soul. Although soul mages will turn it into a training ground for their soul magic… well, you don’t really intend to do that, right?”

“Honestly, soul magic sounds super dangerous.”

“Un. Well, it is. Although some modern people think differently, soul and body are one and the same. If the soul suffers, the body suffers. If the body suffers, the soul suffers.”

I want to retort and ask how would a 2,000 year shut-in would know about modern people, but satellite TV, right.

Honoka continues.

“Soul magic is a magic that focuses on the soul while neglecting the body. Certainly, it’s very strong, especially when penetrating others’ defenses, but most soul mages die young. Well, maybe there’s been advances on that – I wouldn’t know. If there are, I bet the Chinese cultivators have spearheaded them.”

Heh…

We watch the water flow peacefully on by.

After a bit, not because I felt any sort of compulsion but because I just wanted to ask, I said,

“You’re really okay with the soul pact thing?”

“It’s honestly the best move in our current situation. It strengthens your soul, and it gives O-Inari-kami-sama an excuse to give the other kitsune in her court. Even if there were ones who didn’t hate me, there’s no way anyone would feel comfortable having a once-convicted felon running around without any supervision.”

Aaah… I get it now.

This method actually gives Honoka freedom.

If we hadn’t done the soul pact, would they seal her some other way, or would she be constantly monitored?

Either way,

“… If it was like that, Inari-sama should have just said so.”

Honoka chuckled, her small fox body reverberating in response.

“Truthfully, the change that confused me the most was O-Inari-sama’s. She wasn’t that frivolous before…”

Honoka wrinkled her fox nose a bit, then relaxed, saying,

“Well, before, the kami weren’t roaming the earth like this. I have also never met any gods from other lands before. Every one was just residing in the godly realm of their own lands.”

“… It was the auto-blessings, huh?”

“That must have been it. Rather than efficiency for Blessings, they must have made it so they could go play around.”

Completely different from how she was when she was actually in front of gods, Honoka hmphed and rolled her eyes.

The sunlight played through the leaves, casting dancing shadows and glistening off the stream.

Before we drift off to sleep, I feel like I want some tea…

“Too bad there’s no kitchen…”

When I mutter that, Honoka opened an eye and said,

“You can bring one in if you want to.”

“Eh?”

“Close your eyes and think about one. I’ll help you realize it.”

I felt a warm power slide into my mind, and when I next opened my eyes, the kitchen my grandmother (from this life) used had appeared among the trees behind us.

“…Eh. That looks super weird.”

A counter, sink, oven, stove…. everything was replicated perfectly, but with only two of the walls and a sliding paper door standing freely in front of it, amidst the trees and shrubbery… super super weird.

Honoka laughed, springing off my lap and walking up to the door.

Tapping it with her paw, she said,

“What’s with the door? You can totally just walk around it!”

“Yeah… oh well, I have the kitchen, so…”

As I made tea, I said,

“This is all not real, huh? It’s pointless to wonder where the gas and water came from.”

“Yup. It’s not like you’re really making tea and drinking it. You can do whatever you want here, but it only affects your soul. That’s why you should just do things that help you relax.”

“Ah… I kind of get it. That’s why soul mages can make the most out of their soul realms, since their magic comes from their soul.”

“Mm… a meditation technique would also be good to practice here, but honestly, the healing qualities of your soul realm are really good already. Even though it shouldn’t be so easy, a lot of the trauma from my sealing is being healed… of course, my meridians still need to be healed in my body, but this is making things go a lot faster.”

“Huh.”

Honoka smirked at me.

“Well, I wouldn’t expect any less from a guy who can stay sane from everything that’s been going on.”

“…Oi.”

I set a tea cup down in front of Honoka… I wonder how she’ll drink it?

Lap at it?

Maybe I should have used a bowl…

Just when I’m thinking that, Honoka sat down on her haunches, picked up the teacup with her front paws, and stuck her nose in it.

What’s with that!?

So cute!

A video of this would trend really well online-!

Sitting on the tatami flooring of the kitchen, raised a little bit higher than the mountain ground, we stare out through the trees at the river.

Even though I’d totally get bored of this in real life, I feel like I can’t get enough of it here.

But tatami… Grandmother’s kitchen had wood flooring. For that matter, it’s a western kitchen, so the paper door is also a little out of place…

Don’t mind it, I guess?

“What will you do now?”

“Hm?”

I nursed my teacup while thinking over Honoka’s question.

“What will I do… what should I do, I wonder?”

I really don’t have a clue.

“Aside from getting a better understanding of this side of the Veil, it’s fine if you just live as you want, you know?”

“Like I want…”

“You know, if you had something you wanted to do, you can just do it, and learn just enough from this side to be able to protect your way of life. I’m sure it’s possible to live a mundane life. My boss is like that. Aside from his own strange scent and aura, there hasn’t been any scent of magic or spiritual power. I’m almost dead certain he’s living a life as separate from this side as possible.”

Boss… oh yeah, she started working at that cafe.

“… You can tell that much?”

“You know, I AM still technically a former captain of one of O-Inari-kami’s squads of kitsune guards. If I couldn’t tell that much, it’d almost be blasphemy.”

Eh… how?

Well, whatever. I do understand what she’s trying to say.

But just do whatever I want to do, huh…?

Well, it’s true that I couldn’t do much of that in these 16 years of life.

I was so afraid of youkai and everything, after all.

So now, I could just do whatever I want… eh?

What do I want to do?

Eh?

Could it be that I haven’t even had time to think about something like a future goal?

Nono, no problem-!

I can just fall back on my life goals from my previous life – where I was a college kid who didn’t know what he wanted to do.

orz

Even if I say that this lifetime was too hectic for something like dreams for the future, when I think about it, being unable to decide on something isn’t because of youkai or whatever.

Shoot.

Isn’t it because of my innate, indecisive nature!?

Honoka laughed at my pose, setting down her teacup with a clunk.

“Well, let’s just take it slowly, then. Learn a little about what people do nowadays on this side of the Veil, and learn a lot of mundane stuff at school. There’s no need to rush it.”

“Haa… Right.”

I calm down the impatience I feel welling up within me.

Honoka’s right.

There’s still so much I don’t understand in this world.

I finally make up my mind to pay a visit to the green door of the office of Happy Life Work.



<]      [



<a/n: Ha-! I just realized, I pictured Kousei’s soul realm as a mountain stream, and he’s got the fount in his soul…

Accidental figurative symbol, get!

…Perhaps I shouldn’t have admitted that. I mean… it was totally purposeful, yeah.>

<]   []   [

Chapter 34: Changes in Blessings

I woke up, feeling the most rested I had ever felt in a long, long, long while.

Turning off my alarm, I checked the time.

6:00 am.

Well of course, that’s what I set my alarm for, na~.

Even though I’m not tired, the morning sun dyes everything in a sleepy-feeling mood, and I luxuriously debate going back to sleep.

It’s Saturday, after all.

Although the uniforms look like they’re from a private school, Tsunatou High is a public school, so weekend classes are supplementary.

Or more like, if you need supplementary classes this early in the school year, you’ve got to be some sort of special case.

In the end, I get out of bed.

Even if it’s a holiday for me, that’s not true for Daiki-san, after all.

Breakfast, breakfast, bentou, bentou – ah.

Clatter.

Last night I had just left my clothes lying on the ground after changing into sleepwear, and when I tripped over them and put out my hand to brace myself, I bumped into the portable Blessings scanner lying on my desk.

Ahh, right. How long has it been since I sent in my Blessing data?

Better do it before they send a notice.

Heaving a little sigh, I booted up my laptop and hooked up the scanner.

Un, I’d better do it, ne. Later.

Now, what for breakfast…

As I hear Daiki-san get up, going to take a morning shower (we didn’t draw a bath last night since it was so late), I grill some fish that was leftover from the tempura party.

It’s a Japanese-style breakfast~.

Although we usually have toast, since it’s faster, making rice isn’t bad once in a while.

As for the bentou…

There are leftovers from last night, but not a lot left of each ingredient.

Since it’s so random…

“Ooh, onigirazu?”

“Aah, un. Pick what you want. There’s salmon, cutlet, karaage, and fried shrimp. And then I’m making egg salad and tuna mayo too.”

Since I don’t have enough of everything to make a full dish, I place what’s left with fresh vegetables and sauce on one side of a sheet of nori lined with rice, then fold it in half and wrapping the excess nori around.

When you cut it in half, the onigiri sandwich, the onigirazu, is complete.

There is one salmon, three cutlet, one karaage, and one shrimp.

Although it would be fine to give them all to Daiki-san, I wanted tuna mayo onigirazu myself, so I made egg salad and tuna mayo, enough for everyone to have one of each.

Daiki-san picked two cutlets and the karaage. When you add the egg salad and tuna mayo ones, that’s five of them.

Can you really eat that much for lunch-?

Well, it’s Daiki-san, so I guess I shouldn’t worry about it.

Sending Daiki-san off with his bentou, I reluctantly go to scan my Blessings and send in the data.

Haah… this always stresses me out, and now, with everything that went on last night, I have no idea what to expect from doing this.

After receiving the pop up that assured me my data had been successfully transferred, I stretched, then gathered up my clothes and headed to get the laundry hamper from the bathroom.

By the way, last night, Saru-sama altered bestowed some Blessings to Daiki-san.

His Blessings have turned into something like this:

[Social]Lv3

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Cooperation]Lv4

||> [Tact]Lv3

||> [Observation]Lv2

[Calculation]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Estimation]Lv1

||> [Arithmetic]Lv1

||> [Logical Reasoning]Lv1

[Japanese Language]Lv1

[Kinetic Vision]Lv4

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Perception]Lv3

||>[Sharpshooting]Lv6

||>[Reflexes]Lv4

[Physical Ability] Lv3

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Stamina]Lv4

||>[Flexibility]Lv3

||>[Strength]Lv3

||>[Balance]Lv2

[Involved in Mysteries] Lv3

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Revealing Sight] Lv3

||>[Supernatural Powers] Lv2

[Shooting Mage] Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Charged Shot] Lv1

||>[Ricochet Bullet] Lv1

||>[Magic Shells] Lv1

>Sub-list||>null

Everything below [Physical Ability] isn’t shown to the mundanes on that side of the Veil, though.

Anyway, Daiki-san got a modest boost to his [Physical Ability] Blessing, but since he was kind of superhuman to begin with, I kind of wonder if it even matters if he had an increase in Sub-Blessing level here or there.

[Involved in Mysteries] and [Shooting Mage] are brand new.

[Involved in Mysteries] is a Blessing that’s kind of like a complete mundane’s gateway Blessing to this side of the Veil.

Its Sub-Blessings make it so Daiki-san will be able to interact with this side of the Veil safely.

[Revealing Sight] lets him see youkai and people trying to hide themselves with supernatural means. At Lv1 you can only see them if you’re certain beyond a doubt that they’re there. Daiki-san’s Lv3 makes it so Daiki-san can see them if they’re effecting the mundane world, he’s informed something’s there, and if he’s attacked.

The reason Saru-sama didn’t give him a higher level was because, well, if you stare into the abyss it stares back at you and all that.

Many youkai can only see things on this side of the veil, like most people nowadays can only see on that side. But if you can see them, they’ll start seeing you… basically, it’s for Daiki-san’s safety.

At the same time, the reason Saru-sama gave Daiki-san such a high level was because… well because he’s involved with me.

Somehow, I feel a little sorry about it.

[Supernatural Powers] is kind of a weird one, to me.

It sounds straight forward, because it’s a Sub-Blessing that gives Daiki-san the ability to manipulate spiritual and magical powers, but…

I mean, I don’t have it, and most people who were naturally born with magical and/or spiritual powers don’t have it. But we can manipulate supernatural powers all the same.

When I asked,

“Asthma isn’t a Blessing, and food allergies aren’t listed as Blessings. Neither is being double-jointed,”

Was what Minerva-sama had said, but even though being double-jointed isn’t a Blessing, [Flexibility] and other physical attributes are?

Everyone has at least a small amount of spiritual power, Minerva-sama had said, but many people are unable to use them after the Veil fell … it’s kind of like a birth defect?

I still don’t really get it, but … okay.

Anyway, at Lv2, Daiki-san has quite the control over supernatural powers, but it’s not like it gives him supernatural powers. It just let’s him manipulate them.

With this, Daiki-san will be able to start to learn how to use his own, apparently pretty small, spiritual and magical powers, as well as be able to use magic tools and spiritual formations.

The last Blessing, [Shooting Mage], has a really RPG-ish feeling to it, and its sub-blessings all sound like game skills.

I mean, I get that it’s a Blessing that compliments Daiki-san’s natural abilities well, and apparently it doesn’t require that much magical or spiritual powers due to its use of a medium (that is, it’s used through a ranged weapon and can be activated through spells), but…

… what kind of sci-fi fantasy is this? – is how I feel about it.

Daiki-san, you’re turning more and more into a chuunibyou’s ideal.

Everything’s set at level1 for [Shooting Mage], since Saru-sama said it was better to level up through real experience for skill-based Blessings.

So it IS a lot like a game…

The kami suggested that Daiki-san ask Unit 2 for suggestions on how to train supernatural power manipulation and the [Shooting Mage] ‘skills’, as well as methods to increase his personal supernatural powers.

There are definitely ways to do it, and the kami know about them, but … eh? The kami have their own types of restrictions?

I guess it just means that, in the end, we can’t get everything ‘free and easy’ just because we know some kami.

But … haaa… with this, Daiki-san’s been completely pulled to this side, huh?

I sigh a little as I finish sorting the laundry and carry it towards the laundry room.

As I pass Honoka’s room, her door slides open sluggishly.

“Good morning, Honoka. It’s rare that you’re up so late.”

Although it’s not really that late.

The lazy fox stretched out an arm.

“Yo~. Iyaa, I was taking the opportunity to fix some of my meridians, since some of the spiritual trauma from my imprisonment was healed last night~.”

At that, Honoka’s stomach growled loudly.

“…There’s breakfast in the kitchen.”

“Hooray!”

I guess whatever she’s doing to ‘fix her meridians’ consumes a lot of calories.

Last … that’s right, in my dream she had said something about having her traumas being healed in that quiet place.

It seems like what happened in my dream last night really happened… or like, it was a lucid dream that both Honoka and I shared.

“Hey, Honoka, does that mean I won’t be having any real dreams from now on?”

I ask, calling into the kitchen from the laundry room.

“Well, if you want to go to your soul realm you’ll end up in your soul realm when you’re not conscious, so theoretically, it’s possible. I don’t think it’s a big deal, but there are some people who become addicted to their soul realms since it’s a place that only allows things that you want into it.”

“… That’s worrying.”

“Not really. You aren’t really much of a megalomaniac, so it’s fi~ne. And anyway, unless you put in a great deal of effort to keep me out, I can always get in to drag you out of there. Perks of being in a soul pact.”

I don’t really get it, but I guess it’s fine.

Right when I finish the loading the washer and was about to join Honoka for breakfast, the phone rang.

“…? Who’s calling at 8:30 on a Saturday?”

I mutter under my breath.

“Hello, Manabe and Ishikawa residence.”

“Hello, this is Kimura from the Blessing Association, Kanagawa Branch. Is this Ishikawa Kousei-kun?”

Ah, crap.

“Y-yes?”

“We just received your data you sent earlier. There is a significant difference from all of your previous records. Do you have time to discuss this?”

Every fiber of my being is screaming, “NO,” but I reluctantly say, “Yes.”

“Then, Ishikawa-kun, can you please confirm that the data you have for your most recent scan is as follows: [Social] Lv1, [Calculation] Lv1, [Japanese Language] Lv1, [Throw] Lv1, [Domestic Chores] Lv3, end list.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you. Currently, your Blessings have been reduced from six Blessings to five Blessings. This is not a common occurrence. Has there been any abnormality with any of your Blessings within the past six months?”

“No.”

My mouth moved on its own, but I just realized; technically, there was that extremely abnormal increases in what’s now [Abnormal Soul] when I first got to this town… Oh well. I wouldn’t have admitted it anyway.

“I see. Are there any abnormalities or changes in your body or mental state?”

“I don’t think so?”

“I see. Can you think of any reasons that your sixth Blessing may have disappeared?”

Yes.

“No.”

“I see. … … Ishikawa-kun, there seems to be no real need for concern, but we would like for you to scan and send your Blessing data in once a day in order to check for any abnormalities. Although we are not certain why this phenomenon happened, our hypothesis is that a Blessing that had not fully manifested, resulting in faulty data, has now disappeared during the process of maturation. We will be continuing to monitor the situation, but do you have any questions or concerns? We can set up an appointment at your local hospital if you would like.”

“No, it’s fine.”

“…Alright. If there is anything you need, feel free to call your local Blessing Association branch.”

“Th-thanks.”

I hang up the house phone and stare at it for a bit.

Uuuuurgh…

Although I’m kind of happy that the garbled mess is officially off my record, what’s with this feeling of annoyance?

Send a scan every day?

What a paaaaaain!



<]   []   



<a/n:

Sorry, super busy week, then an 18 hour drive… and then computer… things.

After 5-7 hours of updates the start menu doesn’t work anymore, but all the major registry issues (that I effed up badly myself) are fixed, so I’m just going to put my executables on the desktop and call it good.

(Yes I know there are ways to fix it and I tried them, but it seems nothing short of reinstalling windows will work, and I just can’t be arsed to do it since the only thing that doesn’t work is the start menu, so whoop de doo. Wiping and replacing 3 yrs of settings and files and programs and sht is really not interesting to me.)

Anyway, the hinge is breaking on this laptop, among other issues, so I already bought a new one, but I’m using this one as a photoshop monkey until it goes kaput, so it’s really no big deal to put the, like, 3 programs I’m using on it on the desktop.

It’s just, I left the new one… 18 hours away at home, so it was agonizing waiting for this one to finish its updates so I could translate.

And so, of course, because I was super stressed out, I thought of .

Also, Fluvia>

<]   []   

Chapter 35: Cafe Cinnamon is an Odd Place

… Right. I’m just going to ignore everything that just happened right now.

Leave tomorrow’s worries for tomorrow~.

Right when I turn to go for breakfast, the phone rings again.

Mu…

Although I don’t want to, I mean, I really, really don’t want to, I slowly turn to look at it.

According to the caller id, it doesn’t seem like it’s the Blessing Association. Although it’s not an ‘unknown’ phone number, it’s not one I recognize.

Haa… well, as long it’s not the Blessing Association.

“Hello, Manabe and Ishikawa residence.”

“Ah… hello? Mm, it’s not a wrong number… excuse me, is there a Honoka Aoki at this residence?”

A deep voice rumbles over the phone.

What. Who’s this? I have no idea.

“There is, but … who might this be?”

“Oh, right, hahaha. This is the owner of Cafe Cinnamon.”

Eh… ah. She listed the landline as her contact number, huh? We’ll have to look into getting Honoka a cellphone.

“Just a second. Honoka! Phone!”

Honoka appeared, licking her lips and looking satisfied.

… She did leave breakfast for me, right?

As Honoka took over the phone, I went back to see the polished off plate that used to hold onigirazu.

…My tuna mayo…  Oh well, I can make more.

I can’t remember whether I told her to leave me any or not, but if I get worked up about something this petty, I’ll be irritated all day.

And at least there’s still rice. It might be a different story if we ran out of rice… ah. She finished that too.

Orz

Th-that’s right, she said she consumed a lot of calories, it can’t… be helped… guh!

While I’m silently taking damage, Honoka comes in, a mildly annoyed look on her face.

“Even though I asked to make sure I have weekends off, Owner-san wants me to come in. There’s an emergency, and he said it would be good for training.”

… Who trains the newbie in an emergency setting?

But, well, it would be good for me to see the place where Honoka got hired.

By no means am I thinking that I might as well eat out for breakfast.

—

The cafe, as always, has cutesy animal decals all over the windows, and as for inside… well, there’s definitely cutesy stuff as decor, although the tables and chairs are normal.

This store… it definitely didn’t start out as a cafe, but I think Owner-san did a decent job converting it.

The floor is cloudy gray laminate tiles in large squares, the tables have the light brown, ‘kitsune colored’ wood tops with coffee colored legs that matched the simple wooden chairs.

Behind the bar and cash register, the kitchen has a window where the customers can peer into the back, although most of the kitchen is still obscured.  At most, you’d just be able to see the shoulders and up of the chef within as he moved in and out of the window area.

It’s a small, pleasant looking place, although there are stuffed animals and ribbons placed in nooks and crannies around the cafe.

I only had time to notice that much before…

“Ooooh! It’s Kousei!”

Geh. I forgot. Higuchi works here!

His dyed yellow-brown hair, pulled back with his hairband, makes for a weird combination with the white dress shirt, black vest, and black slacks.

Like a delinquent trying too hard – well, there’s no way Higuchi is cool enough to look like a delinquent, though.

Before I could say anything, a deep voice rumbled from behind him.

“Ooh, Honoka-chan~ is this the guy you’re shacking up with?”

Honoka gives a wry smile.

“Hello, Owner-san. You said it was an emergency…”

“Right! Hurry up and get changed, mou! Ah, also, you can use the side door next time. Guchi-kun, show the man to a seat~.”

It’s a little weird hearing a guy with such a deep voice talking a bit like a Nee-san. His mannerisms are also manly. Above all, Owner-san is really tall with broad shoulders.

He’s not as tall as Saru-san, though, and his face isn’t as chiseled.

A thin-macho with an ikemen face – that’s the envious kind of guy Owner-san is.

“Kousei, that girl! Shacking up!?”

Ah. I forgot about this troublesome factor.

I avert my eyes from Higuchi’s (kind of creepy) frantic face as he gripped my shoulders with a shocking amount of strength.

This girl crazy idiot.

“We’re not shacking up, we just live together.”

“Living! Together!? You… first our goddess, and our idol, and now… this gorgeous onee-san!?”

Y-you’re hurting me, Higuchi-kun…

“Whoo hoo, ain’t it nice to be young!”

“Huu, huu!”

Eh.

I didn’t notice before, but the other customers in the shop are… a bunch of old men?

A table of three and a table of two old men are cat-calling and whistling at us.

… Eeeeh?

Cafe Cinnamon with its cutesy decor… is a favorite of old grandpas?

“Koooousei-!”

… Higuchi actually looks like he’s going to cry rivers of blood.

“I said, it’s not like that! Did you forget, my uncle lives with us?! Anyway, she’s a distant relative!”

For a second, Higuchi cocks his head to one side to digest that information.

“… How distant?”

“H-how? Uh…”

…Uh…. …

“…To the point I don’t know whether to call her Auntie, Cousin, or Niece?”

“Ain’t that basically a stranger!?”

It’s weird when Higuchi’s the one who’s doing the tsukkomi.

Despite his hysterics, Higuchi eventually led me over to a small table nearer the kitchen than the windows.

I’m curious about why the customers are mostly old men, and so early on a Saturday, but first I ask,

“I thought there weren’t enough workers today?”

“Ah… un. I wasn’t supposed to be working until the afternoon either, but the server for the morning, Sumi-chan, sprained her leg at her judo dojo a little earlier, and her brother, our cook Jiiro, took her to the hospital. Mari-chan, y’know, the one from our class, can’t come in either, so…”

“There aren’t many employees, huh?”

“Well, it’s a small place.”

That’s true.

With me and the old men, we’ve filled up nearly two-thirds of the shop.

After a little bit, Owner-san and Honoka come out from the back.

“…!”

Ah… that’s right, Honoka said Owner-san was into maid outfits.

It’s the orthodox English maid, although Honoka’s dress is dark red underneath the white apron, and … yup. She’s got twin tails.

“Owner-san, twin tails? Isn’t a pony tail maid better?”

“Un, un! Pony tail with glasses!”

I see. The old men are like this. I’m worried…

As if reading my thoughts, Higuchi whispered,

“Nah, they’re harmless. They’re mostly here for sweets, and they like to mess with Owner-san. Well, mostly because Sumi-chan doesn’t even respond to them.”

So they like heckling people.

In response to the old men’s protests, Honoka,

“Hm… Owner-san, can’t we just do alternate days for twin tails and ponytail?”

Crash.

My arm slipped and I face planted into the table.

Honoka is fitting in perfectly, I see.

The owner crosses his arms, with his shoulders squared, and said,

“Ara, just twin tails and ponytail? Honoka-chan has the looks that would make any hairstyle look like a cool beauty, I think~. You old farts, this is our newest hire, Honoka-chan~.”

“Whoo!”

“Nice to meet you, missy!”

The old men don’t seem to care about being called old farts, nor are they confused about Owner-san’s very masculine mannerisms with the very feminine way of speaking, and they whistle and clap, making a lot of noise.

Haa… what a nonsensical group of people, but the heckling seems to all be in good humor.

Taking advantage of the timing, the owner went on to boldly announce,

“Aaah, right~. Since Jiiro-kun’s out, you’re limited to sweets and ready-made stuff! Sorry for the trouble!”

“Then omurice!”

“Grilled salmon!”

“Tonkatsu!”

“Meat sauce spaghetti!”

“Ah, make mine a napolitan!”

All five of the old men didn’t hesitate a single second before making their orders.

“Oi, you bastards-! You’re making things difficult for me on purpose, ne-! Fine! Don’t you regret it!”

Owner-san roared and stalked behind the bar and into the kitchen.

There’s dead silence for a moment, before the old men turned to Higuchi.

“… Higuchi-kun, he won’t really try to cook, will he?”

“U-umm…”

Higuchi also has a nervous look on his face.

Honoka and I tilt our heads, wondering what’s up.

About 10 minutes later, we’re watching the wisp of smoke curling from the kitchen window.

Owner-san has come out from the kitchen, arms crossed like before, as he confidently announced,

“Right. I messed up. Any other orders?”

“Hohoho, Yuudai-kun, it’s fine, coffee please.”

“Un. Although I did want french toast, I’ll settle for a cheesecake!”

“You, you’re actually happy you get to eat cheesecake for breakfast!”

So the old men were just messing with him because Owner-san doesn’t know how to cook.

Since the pastries and cakes are from a bakery nearby, there’s still enough they could have ordered without anyone needing to enter the kitchen.

I sigh while I take a sip of the lemon water Higuchi had brought me.

So what should I do for breakfast… and, like, is this cafe going to be okay…?

While I’m thinking like that,

“Kousei, couldn’t you cook for a bit? I hear that Jiiro-san will come back after making sure Sumika-san is alright, so it would just be for a little bit.”

Puuu-!

I accidentally ended up spraying a bit of water.

H-honoka-! Ah, I guess she didn’t know I was trying to keep it a secret.

“Oh? Boya, you can cook?”

Owner-san, your eyes are a little scary. I feel like I’m being stared at by a large predator.

Honoka responds in my place, saying,

“His cooking is better than most restaurants.”

“That’s an exaggeration!”

She’s saying it with so much pride that I had to refute it.

… Urgh. This kitsune has been interested in cooking and food ever since she was released, so I get why she’s so proud that I can cook, but… … but…

“Eh? Kousei, you can cook?”

Shoot, the loudmouth found out about it.

I don’t say anything and just avert my eyes, but it’s as good as just straight up admitting it, especially for Higuchi.

In a last ditch effort to avoid the attention, I try to say,

“No… like, shops don’t usually like to have their recipes shown around…”

“Ooh~, it’s okay, I just got them off the internet!”

… Owner-san, is this cafe really okay like this?

So… yeah, like that, I’m in Cafe Cinnamon’s kitchen.

I just came here for breakfast. How did I end up here?

… Please, don’t say anything about how I’m a pushover. I’m totally already aware.

Sniff.

The orders are two french toasts, fruit waffles, honey walnut pancakes, and strawberry cream cheese croissant… these old guys really are here just for sweets.

Are they going to be okay? Diabetes isn’t a joke, you know?

—

While Kousei had bewilderedly entered the kitchen, Honoka was being taught how to use the cash register by Kousei’s talkative classmate, Mitsuo Higuchi.

Higuchi glanced secretively behind them, back towards the kitchen window where you could just see Kousei’s head and shoulders bobbing here and there.

“Hey, is Kousei actually good at cooking?”

Although he has a frivolous appearance – and his best friend (?), Shigeru Endo, would say his behavior and inner personality were also frivolous – Higuchi had a keen memory and sharp observational skills.

Kousei’s bentos did look pretty good, but Higuchi could have sworn that Kousei had dodged the responsibility for making them.

But when he thought about it, Kousei definitely never said he HADN’T made them.

“Umu. It seems that he was actually trying to keep it a secret though. I wonder if I’ve done something I shouldn’t have.”

The slim, cool beauty next to him made a bit of a wry smile.

If she was boasting about Kousei’s cooking skills, then maybe he could expect something good~.

Higuchi was always on the lookout for fun and amusing things.

Why else would he be working at such a weird cafe, with weird customers and weird employees?

“Honoka, order up.”

With a bit of a red face, Kousei came to the order window and set a plate on the sill.

Let’s see, let’s see…

As Higuchi looked over Owner-san and Honoka’s shoulders, he was … shocked.

Eeh… it looks a little better than good… like, actual restaurant quality?

No, Higuchi wasn’t making fun of their normal chef, Jiiro.

Jiiro had a Cooking Blessing at level 1, and that was already pretty impressive to the normal bastards out on the street, but when you’re talking about a restaurant’s main chef, level 1 is just at the, “oh, so you think you’re good at cooking, huh?” level.

Normally that kind of person is fine as a kitchen helper, but a main chef… well, in this kind of little shop, where it’s just the owner’s hobby to see if he could make a living, it’s not that out of place, perhaps.

Jiiro is the type of person who wants to hone his Cooking Blessing, too, so Owner-san didn’t mind making a prior investment.

But in the end, his Cooking is just level 1. It’s an amateur’s cooking.

If you compared the normal dishes that came out of Cafe Cinnamon’s kitchen to the ones currently sitting there, there’s no doubt about it.

Kousei-kun has the Cooking Blessing, and it doesn’t seem to be low-leveled.

Two plates of perfectly toasted french toasts, with an appetizing caramelized surface, fresh whipped cream and lightly sauteed berries in butter and brown sugar, and the little pitchers that they usually filled with creamer for coffee being used to hold syrup. A pat of butter melted tantalizingly on the surface.

Just in presentation, it was amazing.

Shortly afterwards was the fruit waffle, in which Kousei actually stuffed two waffles with whipped cream cheese and fresh fruits between them, cut into triangles and standing on end, with a dollop of fresh whipped cream on the side and more fruit.

Then came the stack of two unbelievably fluffy pancakes drizzled in honey and walnuts… and the croissant, looking like a cream puff, slit in two and filled to the brim with whipped cream cheese and strawberries.

All of them looked… perfect.

Kousei-kun. What a terrifying guy!

“Hey… is Kousei thinking about becoming a chef or something?”

Higuchi whispered, as he and Honoka rushed around delivering the plates. Owner-san, who could only make coffee, but who could actually make it pretty well, was refilling the old men regulars’ cups.

Although he wanted to ask Kousei directly, considering how Kousei had wanted to hide it, Higuchi didn’t think he’d answer him honestly.

It was far more interesting to wheedle the information out of this pretty nee-san.

Honoka smiled.

“Hm… I wonder. It might seem so to other people, but as for the one actually concerned… At any rate, he isn’t seriously considering it right now,”

Was her somewhat mysterious reply.

“Huh? Why?”

Just watching the old men’s reaction to the sweets was enough to convince Higuchi that Kousei definitely had the level to become a chef. Furthermore, Kousei was still in his teens. What frightful levels could he grow his Cooking Blessing to in the future?

By no means was Higuchi just curious because it was interesting. He was seriously concerned, here. Really.

With such a high level Blessing, no matter what level it was, Kousei’s future was pretty much secure.

Even for Jiiro, with his level 1 Cooking Blessing, would have no hesitations in choosing the path of a chef – or at least the path of something food related.

Having a Blessing versus not having one was like night and day when it came to future prospects.

Honestly, Higuchi was somewhat envious.

Although it might not be obvious from his usual behavior, the stress from entering high school but still not having a single Blessing was suffocating.

A lot of people were like that; a good half of the population, perhaps, didn’t have a single Blessing before high school graduation, but that doesn’t make it easier to bear.

After all, there was still the other half of the population that manifested Blessings in elementary or middle school, or even at birth.

As things were, Higuchi couldn’t see anything other than getting the typical educational Blessings and become an office worker somewhere.

It made him feel a little empty.

Even if he got a different Blessing later on, after graduating college, or even later, a good part of his life would have been wasted.

All the adults all said that wasn’t true at all, that there would still be plenty of opportunities even if he reached middle-age and obtained a new Blessing, but for a kid, for a teenager like him, it was hard to believe them.

Kousei was lucky to have such a secure and bright future, and yet, he wasn’t seriously considering being a chef?

Higuchi didn’t understand it.

When Higuchi voiced his feelings to the nee-san, Honoka once again replied with obscured words.

“Hm…  he isn’t satisfied with finding his identity in Blessings after all.”

Although he didn’t understand them very well, something about those words resounded deeply in Higuchi’s soul.



<]   []   [



<a/n: Hm. I have mixed feelings about shoving Kousei’s cooking into the spotlight again. Pacing wise it feels like there should be more space between the tempura part and this part… but at the same time it’s a great look into the life views of people on the other side of the veil… hm… Well, whatever.

Cursed is NOT a cooking novel. Maybe.

Whipped cream cheese is cream cheese with sweet whipped cream mixed in. Although I prefer the cream cheese + sour cream (and sugar) combo, since it has a lighter taste.>
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Chapter 36: Back to Reality; but which side?

Alright… I finished up the pancreas clenching orders.

The kitchen totally smells like a candy store right now – are those old men really going to be okay like that?

Nn… I guess it’s overwhelmingly sweet when all those orders go out at once, but individually each plate should be more or less balanced in taste.

I still think it’s weird, though. Waffles and pancakes are more like sweets than breakfast in Japan, after all.

It’s like they just ordered dessert for breakfast.

I prefer proteins and umami compared to carbs and sweet.

As I was thinking those kinds of things, I tidied up the kitchen – or at least put it back as I found it – and turned to go – -!!

Crash Bang Clang!

I almost had a heart attack and crashed into the pots and pans hanging from their hooks as I leapt back out of shock.

There was a guy with squinty eyes squatted down staring at me!

I totally thought it was some sort of youkai lying in wait in the corner.

Seriously, I was so scared it felt like my heart was going to jump out of my chest. So much so my chest still hurts.

“W-who might you be…?”

…!

He just stood without saying a word… he just stood up and is glowering at me… um, somebody, help?

“…ple…”

“E-eh? S…sorry?”

“PLEASE MAKE ME YOUR DISCIPLE!!!”

“EEEEEH?!”

Being yelled at by a gruff guy with angry-looking eyes and an intimidating demeanor is terrifying!

—

As we left Cafe Cinnamon, Honoka laughed happily.

“You’re not going to be his teacher?”

“Ugh…”

So yeah, that just happened.

I’m not sure when he came back but Cafe Cinnamon’s cook, Jiiro, had been sitting there watching me cook and was so moved by it that he wanted to become my disciple.

“Ugh… it’s just the cooking of a high school kid… even if it’s because I have a high level Blessing or whatever, are people normally that accepting of it? Shouldn’t he be more like, ‘Who do you think you are, brat, fooling around in my kitchen’?

Honoka looked at me with wide open eyes and said,

“That’s … it depends on the person? But as it is, when someone’s abilities are a clear grade or two above yours, what else can you say? Anyway, increasing levels of a Blessing relies on hard work, unlike acquiring a Blessing. Although the degree of work you need to put in is unknown, and it’s pretty amazing that you got any non-supernatural Blessing to 5.”

Eh… It doesn’t feel like Honoka and I are on the same page, but I feel like I should just drop it.

Either way, it’s probably because my common sense doesn’t fit.

So gaining a Blessing is up to the gods, but maintaining it is the work of mortals, is that it?

“Why specify ‘non-supernatural’?”

“Because those Blessings tend to be bestowed at high levels, depending on the situation.”

Heh… I totally don’t understand, but okay.

We’re currently heading towards the downtown area, towards a certain green door.

Although though I’m wondering if it’s still even necessary, I decided I’ll just go there first and decide later.

By the way, I’m an indecisive person, if you didn’t know.

Anyway, the initial impression of the place… well, I think it might have been too much too soon for me, who didn’t understand this world’s common sense, but now that I’m making headway on THAT aspect, I thought I should maybe try to reevaluate Happy Life Work.

Honoka thought it would be beneficial for both of us as well.

Then why don’t you just get a job here – well, apparently only one of us would get paid if we both decide to work here since she’s my familiar, Honoka had said.

I call discrimination.

Honoka seems to really want to work at a mundane shop anyway, so I’ll let her do as she wants.

There really is no master-familiar relationship between us, huh? At least, there isn’t any obvious one.

As I (kind of reluctantly) go up the front steps to the small European-style townhouse, right before I can put my hand on the doorknob, a head appeared.

“…-!!!!”

Like she was a spirit crawling out of a well, Suzu-chan scared the crap out of me, her short black hair draped in front of her eyes as she lifted her head to look up at us, her eyes appearing to roll back in her head due to the angle.

“Ta~ke a le~ft~”

She’s a ghost alright. Thanks for heart attack number two for the day.

As I’m recovering off to the side, Honoka asked,

“What do you mean.”

“*Cough* Sorry, my voice always goes funny after going through a wall. Take a left and go around the back, quietly. We have a … troublesome ‘guest’.”

Honoka and I exchanged glances, but there wasn’t much more to it.

If the ghost girl tells you to turn around and go another direction… wait, it doesn’t matter if you listen or not, in horror stories both choices tend to lead to ‘bad ends’.

Anyway, Honoka and I sneaked past the windows and rounded the townhouse through the tiny alley that barely fit a person between Happy Life Work’s building and the next.

A fat person, no, anyone with broad shoulders definitely wouldn’t make it through without having to turn to the side and walk like a crab.

In the back, some stairs led up to a screen door and walled porch, like a sunroom, and inside was the door into the actual building.

As we were wondering whether we could just open the porch door and walk in, the doorknob turned and the door swung open on its own, Suzu-chan materializing on the porch.

“Really, you would come today when THOSE guys have come by… ah, it’s nothing against you two, it’s more against those guys.”

Suzu-chan said, shaking her head in irritation.

I note she’s standing closer to me than to Honoka.

As much as I would like to be happy about being popular, it’s really more that Honoka, as an OP kitsune, scares her that much.

Also, Suzu-chan looks like she’s 12 years old.

And she’s a ghost.

“Out of curiosity, what kind of people are in there, and why would it be bad to meet them?”

Honoka asked.

Even though Honoka didn’t have a hint of suspicion or anger in her voice, Suzu-chan still went Hiiii~ and floated closer towards me.

“Th-that’s because they’re the aggressive head-hunter types.”

Aah.

“Aah.”

Honoka was the one who voiced it, but we both came to the same understanding.

“If you remain quiet, I can let you eavesdrop…”

Suzu-chan puts a finger to her lips, and with a very quiet kacha, the inner door opens just a tiny, tiny bit.

If we put our ears close to it, we can hear the conversation going on inside.

“Do you know who you’re messing with?!”

An angry man’s voice could be heard through the crack.

Kei-san, the man in the suit who follows the big brea – the grey-colored woman around, has a richer, deeper voice, so is this the ‘guest’?

“Some organization or other from the mainland, ri~ght?”

“You freaking bitch! Just give us what we want!”

“Bu~t, like, there’s privacy laws? And, like, we don’t have that kind of information anyway~.”

The grey woman, Boss Nagi, is totally not taking that guy seriously. She’s talking like a mix between a gyaru and a child, which is, by the way, not proper when you’re having business discussions.

Or whatever is going on in there.

Bang!

“Ain’t that the type of place this is? If you know what’s good for you, hand it over while we’re still willing to compensate you.”

“Aah~ so you’re looking for someone to do an investigation job, then let’s see… the people we can introduce you to would be …”

“Cut the crap, just because you’re from the Miyoshi Clan, you think you can treat us like this, huuh?!”

“Eeeh… In the first place, I’m not with the Miyoshi Clan anymore, and second, I think ya might’ve gotten the wrong idea about our business, mister…”

“Cut the crap. Everyone knows you’re trying to win over the owner of that six-tails, so cough up what you got!”

“Eeh… but you know, we’re trying to recruit them too~ so, like, why’d we help competitors, y’know~?”

… …. … ugh.

I knew it, I knew it was about me, but… I didn’t want to know.

Anyway, what’s going on, they want to know my information? What information?

No, wait, I really don’t want to know…

“Anyway, the information you’re looking for … like, if you guys were actually big-time players you wouldn’t have to outsource your info-gathering, na~? Like, y’know, the person himself has a right to choose if he wants to join~?”

“Shut up! It’s none of your business!”

“That’s right! Even if we’re not big-time players now, if we can get our hands on that guy –“

Eh. The ‘guest’ seems to have come with some small-fry mobs who act exactly like small-fry mobs, leaking out what they’re thinking – Waitwaitwait, eeeeh?! Exactly what are they thinking?!

Who would want guys’ hands on them?!

“Hey, shut up! Fine, you won’t cooperate with us? Did you think you’re the only broker around? We’ll remember this slight, and if you know what’s good for you, you’d better think about keeping out of our way.”

The first guy is snarling now, but Boss Nagi doesn’t even hesitate to say,

“Ara, perhaps I should let the Saito Clan or the Jinshu know they’ll have more competition~.”

“You bitch… You’ll regret this!”

SLAM!

There was silence for a moment, before,

“AHAHAHA, omg, are they chuunis? They have to be chuunis, ne? ‘If we can harness the power of the chosen one, we can take over the world,’ amiright?!”

“Aruji, they didn’t say that much.”

“They might as well have! … Ah, Kei, there’s no point throwing salt out behind them. Those bad-flag mobs, they have to absorb bad luck from the atmosphere to have brains that bad-!”

“Haaah… it looks like they left.”

Suzu-chan sighed and made the back door swing open with a poltergeist, revealing Boss Nagi laughing uproariously while sprawled out on the couch and Kei-san carrying salt towards the front door.

“Ooh, Kei, you were right! ‘Since such annoying people came by, it’s likely that Ishikawa-kun will come with poor timing.’ Good thing we had Suzu-chan keep watch~”

Eeeeeeh….

Somehow, I had completely forgotten about this side of my situation.

Thinking about my future career goals?

Dammit! There are more immediate things to worry about!!!
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<a/n: … I cannot tell you what the heck happened in the past week. Like, I can’t remember, it’s been a blur.

But apparently I thought of a new story, so…



Trident

And of course 

And no, Fluvia is still technically a bonus chapter. I just like you guys.>
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Chapter 37: The Modern Occult

“Well, come in come in~.”

Boss Nagi waves Honoka and me into the Happy Life Work’s office.

Ugh.

As I’m holding my head in my hands, Honoka asks,

“I’m afraid to ask, but exactly to what extent has the news of Kousei been spread?”

I don’t want to know, though…

Boss Nagi laughs, saying

“Well, basically, you’re both pretty famous news on this side, see~? Like, celebrities endangering children famous?”

What’s with that metaphor?

It’s terrible and outdated.

I let out the breath I’d been unconsciously holding and ask,

“… Just so I know, exactly how is news conveyed through this side of the veil?”

“Hm?”

Boss Nagi tilted her head at my question and held up a smartphone.

“BBS and news sites on the Veil side of the net?”

“Veil side of the net? There’s something like that?”

Un… well, there’s the ‘dark side’ of the net that ordinary people don’t know much about, so maybe it’s not strange that there’s a way to keep people from the other side of the veil from tripping over this side’s internet content in a world with magic and supernatural stuff.

“Well, mundane people are naturally unable to see this stuff, and of course the stuff is encrypted or whatever with magic – anyway, there’s magic~ involved~.”

Boss Nagi really is a natural at being irritating.

Something about the way she says perfectly normal things makes you think that she isn’t actually saying perfectly normal things.

I’m starting to understand what Fushimi-san was talking about.

Even so … I hold my head in my hands.

I had thought it might be okay, because news about me and Honoka would have spread by word-of-mouth, or maybe by the gods and youkai and stuff, so people would know about us, but really, how many people could know?

If people really wanted to recruit me or whatever, they wouldn’t spread it around that much, and only a handful of people (comparatively) should be close enough to the gods to hear about me, right?

At best, it would be an impressive rumor, right?

Yeah, I had completely forgotten that even though there was THIS side and the OTHER side of the Veil, it’s not like THIS side wouldn’t take advantage of, or even make improvements on, the mundane technology available.

Or more like, why wouldn’t there be gossip reporters and competitive news sites on THIS side of the Veil?

I had been thinking of them as two completely separate cultures, but when I think about it seriously, there’s no way that would be true, huh?

Even though manga and light novel shows the people who secretly deal with supernatural stuff as being old-fashioned and behind-the-times, why wouldn’t people who live in both worlds try to take advantage of that?

Although youkai and stuff should be cut off from the OTHER side of the veil, the people who are involved live in the infinitesimally small ‘in-between’ live side-by-side with technology and the supernatural.

Oh shit, is this going to be my life from now on?

I don’t know anything about technologically-advanced supernatural stuff!

My previous world’s manga didn’t prepare me for this – I mean, neither does this world’s fantasy prepare me for this!

Even more so with this world, since youkai are all thought of as ancient history.

In my previous world, there were a lot more people who believed that supernatural stuff happened all around us in the modern era.

Not that there aren’t mundane people on the OTHER side of the veil who think there might be supernatural stuff around in this world, but there are way, way fewer.

You don’t hear about ghosts and stuff nearly as much.

The belief in fate and astrology, for some reason, is stronger in this world though.

I can’t really get into it myself.

I mean, karma and fated meetings are one thing; the idea that who you are and what you’ll be being determined for you when you’re born is a little…

A-anyway, the problem is, news about Honoka and my existence apparently went viral.

“So guys like those head-hunters will be coming?”

“Head-hunters – well, that’s accurate enough~. Strictly speaking, they’re like corrupt idol scouts?”

“That’s enough, I get it. So they broker out work to people and make a killing out of it.”

I sigh, then it hits me.

“Huh? So they’re kind of like you guys?”

“That’s insul~ting. Those guys aggressively solicit someone into signing a contract, then work you like a horse for little pay, y’know? It’s practically slavery, y’know? That kind of thing is like, waaaay too troublesome, y’know? Happy Life Work is faaar too lazy to do something like that. If you want a job, come look for one. If you want something done, come look for someone to do it. We’re just a place for people to meet. Hm? Why do they even bother going through us, I wonder~?”

If the Boss doesn’t know, who would?

Suzu-chan cuts in on our conversation, with a bit of exasperation, saying,

“No, we properly do the job a work agency does. Aside from being a confidential database of employees and employers who wish to be listed with us, as well as being an advisor for filling positions, we also provide various confidentiality packages and act as a neutral party in negotiations and audits. Boss Nagi, please don’t say irresponsible things.”

“’Ka~y.”

Watching Suzu-chan reprimand Boss Nagi, Honoka suddenly spoke up.

“I don’t really understand how things work between organizations in this day and age, but this place, does it have enough backing to be allowed to remain a neutral party?”

Uh… I think they said something about how Boss Nagi was exiled from a pretty prominent clan, so no one wants to take her in.

Eh?

Even if they don’t want to take her in, can’t they coerce her to do things?

If she’s exiled, there’s no way the clan would stick up for her… right?

I mean, I guess if it was a clan that was super worried about their image, they might step in if … no, that still seems unlikely.

When I ask if Boss Nagi had backing enough to really remain neutral, she said,

“Mm~ it’s a li~ttle different, see? No one wants to take me and my people in because they don’t want to get on that clan’s bad side, but as for not harassing us, well~ I’m pretty strong, see~?”

No way.

There’s no way no one’s ever tried to take you on just because you’re strong.

There’s power in numbers, and when the powerful gather in numbers, there’s just no way you could build your ‘untouchable’ status just by being strong.

Strong people tend to want to topple other strong people in a conflict, after all.

Suzu-chan sighed.

“That’s not wrong, but that’s not right either. When Boss Nagi first barged in here, at first people didn’t want anything to do with her, but then everyone found out it was pretty convenient to have a completely unaffiliated neutral party around in town, for various reasons, and the situation has evolved into one where we’re actually prized for our neutrality.”

I see.

I ignore Boss Nagi and ask,

“Then, Suzu-ch – san, the reason I should join this ‘neutral party’ is-?”

“Yes, the potential fighting over you would most likely die down, because you’d also become a ‘neutral party’ that anyone could possibly commission.”

“…That doesn’t really sound all that great, to be honest.”

I really don’t want to be a gopher for the entire supernatural side of the world, after all.

To that, Suzu-chan shook her head and said,

“No, it’s much better if you go through us to deal with people, even if you don’t join our staff and remain independent. In the first place, as long as they follow the rules, they can’t directly commission you, and therefore they can’t coerce you to do anything they want. We’re an employment agency, after all. There has to be a contract made before work is done.”

“And everyone would follow the rules, since the larger organizations would be holding each other in check. The advantages of a neutral party isn’t something to laugh at, when it comes to relations between powers in the supernatural world,”

Honoka said, chiming in, but Suzu-chan said,

“Well, that might be … but there are also laws, you know? Even on this side of the Veil. Legislation has made a lot of things easier over the years.”

Magic law making.

Surprisingly, or unsurprisingly, similar to mundane laws.

I take a deep breath, leaning backwards to think about what I now know.

So, Boss Nagi approached me, because she knew that this explosive spreading of all my information was going to happen and moved in order to mitigate that.

… Eh?

Does that mean that she ACTUALLY was thinking about my best interests?

Somehow, it’s WAY more persuasive when Suzu-chan explained it…

Even when Kei-san explained it, I was still pretty suspicious of them.

I mean, I never thought that there would be legal contracts in place.

Before, it kind of felt like, ‘Okay, make a decision to join a faction, and that’s it, for your lifetime as long as you’re involved in the supernatural.’

Even if I joined the ‘supposedly neutral’ faction, it’s still a faction, and a small one without much power-backing.

But after Suzu-chan explained it, I get it.

Happy Life Work is allowed to remain neutral, because with all the political red tape that’s strewn throughout the supernatural world, having a truly neutral party is pretty damn convenient.

If I join them, there will be much less of an outcry because I won’t technically ‘belong’ to anyone.

Everyone who is still interested in me has the same opportunity to still … ‘use’ me, but there are procedures, and if I refuse, they’ll have to acknowledge my refusal.

Because I’m kind of ‘public property,’ the people I refuse need to honor that system, or the premise of Happy Life Work will collapse as a truly neutral party that helps with employment, and the organizations on this side of the Veil will lose their neutral party.

So basically, other organizations won’t tolerate aggressive head-hunting or monopolization.

Even if the other organizations could care less, just having other people on my side would probably make things a lot easier.

And I’m speaking as a loner with 15 years of experience.

“… Can I hear a little bit more about the contract? I’d be a part-timer, right? And I could quit… maybe not whenever, but there’s no hidden binding clause?”

“Correct. As a part-timer, we’d like a 2-week notice before you quit, but of course emergencies happen. Happy Life Work prides itself in the no-strings attached clauses in our contracts. After all, we are a truly neutral party through and through. We’d lose a lot of trust if it was found out we were binding people to our side, see. Ah, although you’re only doing part-time, in the future, if you wanted to work full-time…”

Already scouting me for long term?

Well, it seems like Happy Life Work’s only full-time employees are Boss Nagi, Kei-san, and Suzu-chan, and the only one who looks responsible is the ghost.

She might be desperate for help.

As Suzu-chan switches into explaining Happy Life Work’s employee benefits and staff contracts, I hear Boss Nagi muttering,

“What, am I just air?”

As Kei-san snickers in the background.

Suzu-chan definitely does all the explaining in-house, huh?

Ah, wait.

She’s a ghost, and not everyone can see and hear her.

I’m surprised Happy Life Work operates as well as it supposedly does, with Boss Nagi at the helm.
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<a/n: This might be kind of interesting, because we as onlookers can see why there’s the distinct differences between Kousei’s common sense and the rest of the world’s, but Kousei is still having a hard time because he can’t break from his prev world’s common sense.

Maybe if he wasn’t a loner for so dang long in this world he might have been able to transition more easily, but … then the story would be quite a bit different.

—

For those wondering about my comic site… well…

I tried so hard to rectify Classism inside my head, but ever since I started writing again (wfb’s prototype being the first story I’d written in 10 years), I began to feel like it would make a better novel than a comic.

I don’t know why I was stubbornly trying to force it into comic form, but I have awesome tunnel vision, so maybe it’s less of a mystery than I think it is.

Anyway, I’m planning on attempting a high-fantasy novel with it. I’m honestly kind of scared since, let’s face it, the novels on this site aren’t written to be ‘literature,’ so this will be the first ‘serious writing’ with a defined plot that I’ve done in a long, long, while.

What does that mean about the comic site?

… It should not surprise you that my brain has already filled the hole.

Returnees from Another World, with a world very similar to Cursed’s, sans Blessings, will start mid-January 2019, probably updating 2xs a month or something like that.

I’m going to have to change Classism’s title… Brain Bug that Won’t Die was one candidate, but I feel like it’s not descriptive enough.>
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Chapter 38: The Blood Doctor

…Ah.

I signed it.

Even though it’s a pretty innocent part-timer contract that can be easily broken, and even though we were discussing how temporary my stay with Happy Life Work could be, why do I feel like I’ve somehow signed my soul away?

The image of a cackling Boss Nagi, with a dark aura coming off of her – that’s just my imagination, right?

… Un. Honoka’s not reacting to it at all, so it really is my imagination.

You might think I’m being paranoid, but the way the last week has been going, well… I mean, it’s like the entire world is out to get me or something.

Anyway, after hearing about what’s been happening on THIS side of the Veil, it can’t be helped that it finally helped me make up my mind to join.

Fushimi-san and the police (or at least Daiki-san’s unit) both say it’s a pretty good deal if I don’t want to join a big organization right away, and it sounds like I can easily switch affiliations or whatever.

I gotta be honest; I don’t really know what it’s like on this side of the Veil, but from what I know about human nature (and manga), if you join a faction on any side, it’s always going to be hard to switch allegiances, no matter if you’re talking about kids on the playground or the mafia.

Un, I think this is the wisest decision to buy me some time while I learn more about this world.

But still, you can’t blame me for feeling uneasy about the whole thing…

“Alright! Ideal subordinate, get!”

…Yeah, Boss Nagi doesn’t really instill any confidence in me at all.

While I’m holding my head, wondering what the heck I’ve gotten myself into,

“Alright! Let’s go on the first job!”

“Eh-?”

Before I can look up and ask what Boss Nagi was talking about, and before Suzu-chan can protest that technically my term of work doesn’t start until tomorrow, and really, we need to determine the hours – Boss Nagi had grabbed me and Honoka by the arm and charged towards the door.

“!?”

No, Kei-san.

Following us while muttering how intolerable Boss Nagi’s behavior is isn’t actually HELPING us, you know?!

What’s going ooooon?!

With my eyes spinning a little, before I know it, we’re standing outside a shopfront in a kind of shady alleyway.

… Who was thinking that things would be okay now? Oh right.

My naivety.

Finally releasing me and Honoka (Honoka, you weren’t even trying to resist, were you?), Boss Nagi put her fists on her hips, facing the store, and puffed out her (really big) chest and said,

“Alright, so first job is auditing the Blood Doctor’s clinic! Don’t worry, he doesn’t bite… often. That much.”

Kei-san just sighed, smoothly moving towards the door and, like some expert butler, holding it open elegantly so that Boss Nagi, with her heels clicking against the sidewalk, could strut in without any obstacles.

“Blood Doctor?”

Honoka asks.

“He really is a doctor. Although the degree…”

… The first job is an unlicensed doctor.

We’re auditing an unlicensed doctor?!

Over what?!

I feel like this could end up getting us killed!

Kei-san keeps holding the door open, even after Boss Nagi had entered, and looked expectantly at Honoka and me.

Yeeeah….

Before I can say anything, though,

“Hurry up! What are you waiting for?”

Boss Nagi’s voice calls down from the cement stairs leading upwards.

Sh—it, that looks like it’s just a couple of years from deteriorating into a perfect horror movie set.

Dark, cement stairs, no windows, just flickering lights…

“Even though we replaced them with LED bulbs last time… Akira just turns everything around him into a horror film.”

I can hear Boss Nagi muttering to herself.

It totally does not make me feel reassured.

Going up the creepy industrial stairway, followed closely by a completely nonchalant Honoka, we pushed open the frosted glass door (“Bulletproof,” was what Boss Nagi said with a completely un-reassuring wink) and were greeted with…

A completely normal-looking, small town clinic.

What.

“Geez~ Akira, don’t mess with the lights on the stairway~. It’s totally not the first impression a clinic should make, huh~?”

Boss Nagi’s frivolous tone went up another notch as she strode in boldly and complained.

So it’s not like things just become a horror set around him, he actually just messes with them so they look creepy?!

Ugh. These people…

“But it does set the atmosphere nicely, doesn’t it?”

A smooth baritone floats out and there’s the sound of small castor wheels rolling on the spotless white tile as someone rolls out from behind the curtained divider on an office chair.

A … man? Pale and slim with long legs and silky black hair in a white doctor’s coat, but black everything else.

Although I can’t see his full face because of the surgical mask … he’s definitely an ikemen with that aura, or even something a level higher.

Kh.

Damn ikemen.

With a snort, Bass Nagi shifts her weight so she can cock her hips and angle her head, staring down on the man in a kind of aggravating pose.

“What, do you have a patient?”

“Fufufu. Are you seriously asking that? With everything going on these days, it’s more surprising that I have any beds open.”

With a calmness that’s totally weird, considering he’s talking Boss Nagi, the first person except Kei-san that’s capable of doing that, that I’ve seen, the man gently pulled down his surgical mask.

Shit, he’s totally an ikemen – just when I’m thinking that, the man fixes his eyes on me.

Red, slightly glowing eyes framed by long black eyelashes.

Wait.

Is this guy human?

“… So, is this the boy who’s the source of all this trouble?”

… No.

I barely manage to keep myself from reflexively responding.

“Fufufu, amazing, right? By the way, he’s an employee, so don’t even think of it.”

“Fufu, what unwarranted worry. I’m more interested in chi(blood) than qi(breath).”

The man laughs and smoothly crosses his legs.

The way they said that, it sounds like their own kind of inside joke.

Not that I want in on the joke, but if you only focused on the words, of course I’d be worried about what Boss Nagi meant by ‘don’t even think of it.’

Fushimi-san, I understand.

It’s IMPOSSIBLE to take her seriously, or you’d go insane.

“Um, I’m Kousei Ishikawa. By the way, what do you mean by ‘all this trouble’?”

“Fufufu. You don’t know? Well,”

The man chuckles, then, with one smooth motion, pulled the curtains behind him aside.

…. That’s a lot of people lying on those beds.

About twenty or so.

All injured.

“Eh? What?”

I instinctively look at Kei-san and Honoka for an explanation, but Boss Nagi replies instead.

“We~ll, see~, I told you, right~? You’re super trending in the supernatural side of things~. There’s been more attempted invasions of Tsunatou in the past few days than the entire past year, you know~?”

F-for real!?

“Like, invasions… fighting? I hadn’t heard of it!”

“If you had heard of it without being directly involved, the men in black wouldn’t have been doing their jobs, those tax thieves~.”

M-men in black? We’re not talking about aliens, though!

“A~nyway, this is Akira, also called the Blood Doctor. He’s an unlicensed doctor, but the only one in this town who isn’t connected to a faction and can treat injuries and diseases from this side of the Veil.”

No, don’t just gloss over the fact that our town’s become a battlefield, with me and Honoka being the direct causes!

Wait, if there are other doctors who ARE connected to a faction, does this mean there are actually a lot more casualties than these?

Like, these are just the people who aren’t local, or not connected to a faction, or something?!

Even though my mind’s spinning, the man completely cuts into my thoughts with a light laugh.

“Fufu. Welcome, and nice to meet you, Kousei-kun, Kitsune-san.”

Ah, jeez…

“…Nice to meet you. This is Honoka, by the way.”

I’ve given up.

Honoka bows her head a little, but her eyes are staring curiously at Dr Akira.

“Ah, yes, I’m Honoka. …. Excuse me, this might be a bit rude, but, you… what are you?”

Honoka?!

“H-ooh…”

Dr Akira’s eyes narrow dangerously.

Th-this, is this bad?

“Fufufu. See~? I told you a high-class youkai like a six-tailed kitsune could tell.”

“Fufu, oh my. It seems I’ve never encountered truly powerful youkai before, then. May I ask what gave me away?”

This guy really isn’t human?!

“To be correct, it’s not just this human. There have been a few other humans like him, so this question has been on my mind for a while. How are you a living being without any spiritual power in your aura whatsoever?”

Eh? So … he IS human, but he’s … not?

“I see, so she can ‘see’ aura’s, rather precisely, as well. Things will get even messier if word about this gets around, Nagi-chan.”

“Hm… your patients…”

“Of course I put them out, completely. It’s troublesome when my patients are from opposing factions, after all.”

Wait.

This is the first I’ve heard of this, Honoka!

I complain at my kitsune familiar loudly, although within my head.

What I actually say is,

“By the way, several people…?”

When I ask, Honoka kind of shrugs, saying,

“We-ll, just here or there. It’s pretty rare, though.”

“Fufu, yes, it would be better not to point them out for their privacy, although I’m quite a special case since almost everyone on this side of the Veil knows about me.”

Dr Akira says, closing the curtains on the divider as he turns to face us.

“Well, basically, although we don’t know exactly how long ago it was, within the past 1,000 years or so, there were some crazy people who did some pre~tty questionable things with magic, and long story short, there are monsters now~?”

“Nonono, you cut the story too short!”

I can’t help blurting out.

By the way, Boss Nagi said ‘monsters’ in English, so,

“Monsters, you mean, Frankenstein and stuff?”

“Well, basically, although those living flesh golems all fell to pieces decades ago, so that clan has died out.”

Boss Nagi replies to me, but Dr Akira said,

“Well, all the ones that we know of. Body snatchers are just souls, so it’s not like we’re definite that we’ve wiped them out.”

WHAT.

Anyway, Dr Akira spits out those words with a face of disgust, so he must hate those ‘body snatchers’.

He lets out a breath that’s barely a sigh before saying,

“Monsters are people who, in attempting immortality through taboo means, turned themselves into something else. Well, there’s a fine line between normal monsters and ‘monsters’, but that’s the generality. Even body snatchers were soul mages who crossed a line that should never be crossed.”

“Well~ that’s how they all started, but after 1,000 years or whatever, they’ve become like, separate human races? Although Akira’s still someone who conducted taboo~. He’s super old, after all~”

“Fufu. I’m not quite 1,000 years old, but, well, it’s true that I’ve done something that should never be done. Being alive right in the midsts of the race for immortality… many prominent members of this side of the Veil dabbled in things that they shouldn’t have.”

Even though he said it so lightly, a dark shadow crosses Dr Akira’s face for an instant.

Race for immortality, is it kind of like the space race?

I think I understand.

No, more like, I can picture the fevered competition between factions to become immortal, with every faction feeding off the competition until they’ve all gone too far.

“I see. At any rate, they’re not still committing forbidden acts, correct? So I can leave them alone?”

… Looks like Honoka’s fixated on something completely different than I am.

Well, as expected of a former guard captain of Inari-sama’s.

“Well, there might still be a heretic here or there, but these days most of them have inherited it.”

“Even for my race, although it’s not inherited genetically, the method for changing someone is no longer taboo. To be accurate, the forbidden methods created a new race, but those methods are no longer necessary in transferring our already existing curse.”

Uh… so basically, it’s kind of like making a starter culture versus propagating the culture?

Like, you need to buy the starter, but if you keep the culture alive, you can just use the original to keep making new batches?

…. I’m aware that this is a pretty awful metaphor, but I kind of get it.

“…By the way, what… are you?”

I can’t help but ask.

Boss Nagi laughs and says,

“A-re? Did I not say it already? Akira, he’s the Elder Vampire Lord for all of Japan, see?”

Holy-

No freaking wonder Dr Akira was capable of remaining a neutral party!

I don’t know how real vampires work, but someone called an Elder Vampire Lord, who remained alive from when humans ‘invented’ vampires, there’s no way he’s NOT super powerful, right!?
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<a/n:

Hehe.

Boss Nagi’s actually super nice to bring Kousei here first, in order to teach him about the world… but since I’m the only one capable of getting inside her head, guess no one will ever truly understand her.

Probably no updates next week, because I won’t have internet for most of the week, and I’ll be traveling.

Happy holidays!>

<]   []   

Chapter 39: The Clans

“Nah, Akira, I’ve got something going on, so I’m going to leave these two here, okay?”

All of a sudden, Boss Nagi says that kind of thing.

“”Eh?””

Dr Akira and I are both startled, but before we can say anything, she turned on her heels, waved her hand, and said,

“Right, I’ll be back to do an audit later, so hide your unmentionables and take care of my new workers!”

She looked like she was only walking, but she disappears so fast…

Or like, do you normally tell them you’re going to do an audit like that!?

Both Boss Nagi and Kei-san have perfectly disappeared, leaving Honoka and I completely stunned.

Ooooi! Wait a second!

What about us!?

As for Dr Akira,

“… Oh, I see. Dumping them off here … That crafty witch.”

Eh?

I just heard Dr Akira mutter something under his breath.

He sighed and crossed his legs, folding his hands together and resting them on his lap.

“Alright. I’m not sure exactly what Nagi-chan is up to, but since we have the opportunity, do you have anything you want to know? About me, the state of the world, that sort of thing. Although I look like this, I have been alive for 1,000 years, after all.”

I manage to close my gaping mouth and exchange glances with Honoka.

“Well… um… I’m not sure what I don’t know.”

Dr Akira chuckled a bit.

“I’d heard about it, but you don’t know anything about This Side, correct?”

… yeah.

Dr Akira tilted his head as he thought a little bit.

“Let’s see. I suppose the first thing I should explain are the Clans, no? After all, you’re the target of a massive Clan war free-for-all.”

Yes please.

That’s something I would REALLY like people to explain!

“Let’s see… Clans are a group of like-minded or inter-related people who have pledged some level of allegiance to one another.”

Uh… no. I didn’t need the dictionary definition.

“On This Side of the Veil, Clans, whether they have territory or not, are free to rule the people who belong to them as they wish without outsiders interfering. National sovereignty, as it were.”

So… like, Clans are their own country?

When I ask, Dr Akira tilts his head.

“Hm… more or less. As a basic idea, that’s fine for an analogy.”

Well, yeah. I figured it wouldn’t be an exact match, but, well, my grades completely aside, I’ve been feeling particularly stupid these past few days, so let me try to work through this stuff in my own way.

Common sense has already failed me, after all.

“But if that’s the case, how do people on This Side coexist with the world on the Other Side?”

Honoka suddenly asked.

“What do you mean?”

I asked.

“Whichever side of the Veil a human is on, they all coexist in the same space. If Clans have autonomy to rule their members however they want, how does the mundane governments deal with it?”

“Fufu, of course all … ah, most humans are citizens of some country or another, and are therefore under the mundane governments’ rule. Although there is usually a small portion of the mundane governments that deals with This Side, it is completely separate and hidden from the rest of the governmental system, and mostly serves to cover up and mediate between the Clans and the government. At any rate, the structure and rule of Clans have grown along with the development of mundane governments, so it actually works more seamlessly than you’d expect.”

I’m looking kind of blankly at him, so Dr Akira quickly sums it up with,

“Well, you can think of it as the mundane government rules the mundane affairs, while the Clans rule the supernatural affairs. Although it’s a little different… well, that’s enough for general comprehension.”

That was way easier to understand.

Please say that first.

“Some Clans also have territory and rule them like a country would. For example, the Saitou Clan is the ruling Clan for this city. All people from This Side who enter this city are subject to their rule, no matter what Clan they belong to.”

This is some convoluted stuff.

Hm?

“Then… even if I didn’t join Happy Life Work, wouldn’t I be technically under this Clan’s jurisdiction?”

When I asked that, Dr Akira’s face twists a little as he replies,

“That … being under their jurisdiction and being under their protection are two different things.”

…Well that’s not an ominous thing for him to say at all.

Dr Akira smiled at me, with a bit of an irony tinted in it, and said,

“You probably don’t understand your value, but despite the powerful Saitou Clan ruling over this city, other Clans are acting as they wish and rampaging in it. In other words, they are willing to go to war with the Saitou Clan in order to obtain you.”

W-war?!

Uh… no, right, if each Clan has some sort of ‘national sovereignty’, then when they clash, yeah, you could call it a war.

“So despite the Saitou Clan being generally, and even officially recognized as the ruling Clan of this city, there is nothing to stop other Clans from waging war with them, either in attempts to overthrow their claim to the territory or to claim resources – in this case, human resources. Well, it’s generally not done, since most of the Clans have as much history behind them as the formation of countries, so the power balance is already pretty well established.”

“…That really doesn’t make me feel better about the situation.”

So basically, my existence would be the same as a trigger that starts World War 3!?

Ah, wait, it’s World War 4 in this world…

I clutch my head in my hands.

Dr Akira chuckled.

“While it’s true we haven’t seen this much scrabbling among in the Clans in the last ten years, it’s still on the level of ‘playing around’ compared to the Clan Wars around my time – ah, when I still had the normal lifespan of a human, I mean.”

… no, I get it, there was probably a lot of wars on This Side around the time there was a lot of wars on the Other Side.

Although I had the idea that society on This Side and the Other Side were developed completely separately, now that I think about it, even if Clans had nothing to do with countries or governments, since the people on both sides of the Veil were more or less cohabitating, it’s not weird to think that they’d develop parallel histories.

In the warring periods, people on both sides of the Veil waged wars, whether the wars were related to each other or not.

Honoka let out a breath and said,

“I see. The taboo actions taken to achieve immortality are from that time, then.”

“Yes. An intolerable arms race took place on This Side, far before the race for nuclear arms on the Other Side.”

Un, Dr Akira doesn’t really look like he wants to go any further into the topic, since he switches the subject.

“At any rate, if you’re looking to the Saitou Clan for protection… rather than protection, they will just join in for the fight. It wouldn’t be surprising if they pull strings with their connections to the mundane world to coerce you into joining them.”

Their connections, uh… …

Wait.

Far from just being a Clan, aren’t the Saitou’s like, running half the town?

When I said so, Dr Akira said,

“Indeed. It would be very easy for them to make you and your family’s lives extremely difficult unless you join them.”

… Ugh. I kind of give up.

Even if they weren’t some ruling Clan with national sovereignty, just their influence on the Other Side is enough to make me wave the white flag.

Even if they’re not technically part of any national or prefectural government, they’re influential enough that most people wouldn’t want to get on their bad side.

I break out into a bit of cold sweat, and I can’t help but ask,

“I-isn’t there something like … a universal law or something over the Clans?”

“As you might expect, there was an International Magic Council formed, and it’s true that they have a list of things that would be considered ‘crimes against the people’, but, well… The Council is much like the UN, both in function … and authority. At any rate, they won’t move due to some head-hunting, no matter how aggressive it gets. Well, until it begins to tread ‘Forbidden’ territory.”

“Great…”

Well, you can’t say I don’t understand the importance of Clans anymore.

“Well, anyway, that’s why it’s good for you to join Nagi-chan’s merry band. Although it’s technically a Clan in its own right, it’s completely neutral, so there is little to no restriction on you lifestyle. And, well, no one on This Side could survive on their own, without allies to assist them. Even I, although I’m considered a neutral person, was only able to hold onto my neutrality due to my Enclave.”

“Enclave?”

I repeated the unfamiliar word.

“Enclave is what we call vampire Clans. As you might expect, although the Council officially calls them Clans, Clans actually go by many names in common discussion. For example, House Darian is the Clan that runs much of the North-Eastern US, around the Great Lakes, but they call themselves a ‘House’ rather than a Clan.”

“…So your Clan… was enough to fight off all other Clans?”

When I asked such, Dr Akira’s smile widened, his eyes narrowed, and his expression became somewhat sultry.

It was completely the smile of a ‘vampire’.

“Most of the vampires in Japan and around the South China Seas can be considered my offspring, you see, and vampires are very protective of their origins, even if their loyalties vary. Even if I don’t like to make use of the kind of authority that comes with that, the possibility is enough, don’t you think?”

Hooooly crap.

Even Honoka has a slightly strained look on her face.

Dr Akira was a considerably bigger big-shot than we realized…

“Hm… but even if we joined Boss Nagi’s office, if other Clans are willing to wage war, doesn’t it mean nothing?”

Honoka asked suddenly.

Eh?! Uh… wait a second.

She actually has a pretty good point.

“Ah. That, well, societal interactions have gotten quite complicated these days. Certainly, the Saitou could ignore that you’ve entered into Nagi-chan’s care and go on a rampage to acquire you, but is that truly in their best interest? Nagi-chan and her office can be considered on the level of national treasures. You see, before Nagi-chan, it was very difficult to truly be considered ‘neutral’ unless you had circumstances like mine, and, pardon the arrogance, there are very few people who are capable of managing my status.”

Nonono!

That’s not arrogance, isn’t that more like a fact?

“When Nagi-chan came, with her ‘untouchable’ status, and began to organize a Clan that would be completely neutral, only then did all the Clans in Japan realize how useful it was to have a truly neutral party. In terms of outsourcing projects and mediation between Clans, it was very difficult to find a truly unbiased group, even among the mercenary-type Clans. For example, if you ever worked with Clan A, other Clans would assume that you were allying yourself with them, and Clan Alliances are a truly aggravating field to navigate.”

…Ah. Dr Akira must have had his own fill of Clan drama, in his 1,000 years of life, and that’s why he decided to proclaim his neutrality.

He has an absolute look of loathing on his face when he says the words, ‘Clan Alliances.’

“Anyway, half the reason Clans, at least the Major Clans, want to ‘acquire’ you is to make sure you don’t go to anyone else. Going to a completely ‘neutral’ side alleviates that worry. And, we ARE in the modern era, so they’d prefer you to willingly join them rather than coercing you to join them.”

“Th-then why did you say they’d aggressively try to head-hunt me?”

And by aggressively, I mean with less-than-moral attempts.

“Without the assurance that you won’t be forced to join an opposing Clan, all the Clans will be fighting to be on the side of the ‘forcers.’ With you on Nagi-chan’s side, you won’t be an ‘enemy’, and there’s nothing stopping them from interacting with you, so if they can get on your good side to lure you over, that would be the best for everyone involved. Well, you might feel like you’re the protagonist of a harem anime, with all of them vying for your favor, but it’s better than coercion.”

Who wants that kind of harem?!

“To be honest, I think the Saitou Clan would prefer you to stay with Nagi-chan, though, so even that kind of thing might not actually be that rigorous. Of course they might have wanted to take you in badly, since everyone gets a little power hungry on This Side, but … they already have a lot of power. I’m certain that the Saitou Heads were aware that such a drastic increase in power would make quite a few Major Clans hostile to them. They already rule Tsunatou, after all.”

Somehow, I have the feeling that the wisteria has something to do with how things are.

“That said, if you’re with Nagi-chan, they can still have access to you without the troublesome things that come from actually taking you in.”

Ugh. My life, what has happened to you?

This is definitely not the popular period I was hoping for.

“But that’s the opinions of the Major Clans. What about the others? I can’t imagine that all those injured people lying there are from Major Clans.”

Honoka said.

“You’re right, but the Major Clans won’t stand for anyone messing up such a convenient circumstance for them. If you want to live as normally as possible, by remaining Clanless you’d be antagonistically aimed for by Major Clans, and also by Minor Clans, who might use methods that would be considered illegal. If you join a Major Clan, Minor Clans wouldn’t have a chance, but other Major Clans might oppose the Clan you joined, or they might get even more antagonistic, or your life could be aimed at, although I think assassination is more unlikely for YOUR situation. By joining Nagi-chan, even if the Minor Clans are foolish enough to still aim for you, the Major Clans are now indifferent at worst, and actively interested at protecting the current situation at best. You can think of it as the Major Clans becoming unofficial barriers, protecting the peacefulness of your life.”

“… Why didn’t anyone explain it to me like this before?”

I can’t help but complain from the depths of my soul.



<]   []   [



<a/n: Okay, Kousei is almost completely caught up to the general knowledge of this world. We can move on from pseudo-info dumps soon.>
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Chapter 40: Acceptance

“I see. So although you’re weak to sunlight, it’s because it interferes with how your body has been converted to run.”

“Yes. My body was transformed to run on ether and mana, but in direct sunlight it disrupts the flow to the brain. It’s a little like anemia, but it can turn into a pretty serious issue if I don’t take care.”

“But then, where does sucking blood come in?”

“Hm… well all ‘monsters’ have become something that goes against nature. Vampires are those who have tried to convert their body to live without the mortal needs, like air, food, and water, for example – but in the end, we’re still technically ‘living beings,’ and there must be some sort of ‘life’ that is maintained within us. Vampires need fresh blood periodically, werewolves need fresh, raw meat every once in a while … it’s that sort of thing.”

“Heh… werewolves, huh? Do werewolves not get along with vampires?”

“Aah… you’re talking about the clashes between the European werewolf Packs and vampire Enclaves. Yes, in the Clan Wars, there were quite a few European Packs and Enclaves that sought to exterminate each other, and even to this day they harbor hostile sentiments towards each other. In Japan, the werewolves prefer to call themselves mountain dogs, and we haven’t had much conflict with each other. To be fair, for quite some time, Japanese mountain dogs and vampires didn’t really inhabit the same region, and clashes were more territorial than racially driven.”

“Heh…”

“That said, the Japanese mountain dogs and the European werewolves are quite different. Although we use ‘werewolves’ as the term for monsters who used parts of beasts, usually wolves, to modify themselves in order to obtain superior strength and regeneration, there were many Clans throughout the world that developed their forbidden techniques separately, so there are often large differences even among the same ‘types’ of monsters. For example, there were several particularly infamous vampire Enclaves in Europe that absorbed blood from their skin, rather than ingesting it like I do. They were a particularly brutal … and foolish group. Ah. Those are probably the ones you’ve heard of that would start to turn to ash in the sunlight, since their skin had become a completely different kind of organ at that point.”

Dr Akira is a very nice guy, for an Elder Vampire Lord, and patiently answered a lot of the questions I had.

Of course he was reluctant to talk about anything that would directly discuss the forbidden techniques of people becoming monsters, but he willingly answered a lot of my questions that I personally would have thought sounded kind of racist.

By the way, Dr Akira had opened up this kind of shady clinic a few centuries ago in order to obtain fresh blood from patients without causing too much of a fuss in society, but these days blood preservation is so good that he can make do with blood packs.

“Besides, there’s also a question of sanitation if I chomp into people in a clinic these days.”

He said that while laughing, but is that really the problem here?

“Ah… what kind of Blessings are available on This Side? Hm… Do be careful when you ask people that question. If I were a more ambitious person, I’d wonder about what you intend to do with that information.”

Dr Akira also warned me without digging too deeply into my Blessing situation.

“Hm? Then what kind of Blessing would I say is the strongest? Hm… I think what you enjoy using is the strongest kind of Blessing. Kuku, your face tells me you don’t like that answer, but hear me out. There are certainly Blessings that have an overall higher attack power than others, but compared to that, a Blessing you enjoy using has a higher chance of increasing in level, and compared to attack-type Blessings, other Blessings have a far greater range of usage. Well, the more you use Blessings, the higher chance of increasing levels, and familiarity with your abilities is a far greater strength to have than just firepower.”

Although he kind of a gave me a ‘Blessings you can easily get a higher level in are better than taking a Blessing just because it seems strong’ kind of an answer when I changed my approach to the Blessings question, well, from someone who’s lived for 1,000 years in this world, it’s really a different idea than I would have had.

But, un. Even from my common sense, something you’d be more likely to become proficient in is better than something that just sounded good.

I should be careful when I pick some Blessings out…

“You’re starting to look a lot calmer now.”

“Huh?”

Honoka spoke up suddenly as we were sorting through Dr Akira’s medical supplies.

Auditing turned out to be auditing Dr Akira’s blood store and the more supernatural types of medicine.

Because he’s a vampire of that kind of caliber, the other Clans in all of Japan can’t rest easy without someone checking up on his inventory to make sure nothing’s being unnaturally depleted – or increased.

But what does Honoka mean?

Eh… huh? Wait, it’s true, I’m not as panicky.

“… I wonder why.”

“Even if you ask me… well, Dr Akira’s words have a lot of weight to them, as he’s someone who’s seen the lives and deaths of many types of people.”

Ah, un. I agree, Honoka.

“I think he’s also the first person on This Side that doesn’t feel like he’s got alternative motives or something. How to say it… even Fushimi-san and the kami all feel like they have their own agendas, you know?”

I said as I finished counting the packages of somewhat glowing pills.

What are these?

MR-E-417… no, that doesn’t tell me anything.

As I matched the verification numbers to our auditing list and marked it down, I continued.

“Somehow, listening to Dr Akira talk about Clans and everything, it really makes me understand that all this stuff happening to me is just going to be another event in the history books. I mean, it just feels more… like oh, this is actually real life.”

“Hm… I don’t really understand.”

Well that’s because you’re an existence that’s more fantasy than real, if we’re talking about my previous life.

But because this is real life, since I get a chance to pick out my Blessings, I should make the best of the opportunity.

That’s kind of how I feel about it now.

My safety and everything like that is of course important, but if I’m careless and just pick out things that sound like they’ll protect me, I think I’ll regret it.

I’m the type that hates leaving unfinished achievements in games, after all.

And besides… I still don’t fully get it, but I now understand that what Blessings I have determines what kind of person I am.

I mean, I still have some resistance to the idea, because I still believe that a person isn’t just about what they can do, but I have to just accept that in this world, people place a lot more importance on their abilities and talents.

Well, it doesn’t mean I have to be stuffy and only pick things that I’m ABSOLUTELY SURE about, but rather than just worrying about Blessings for safety or whatever, it’s okay to pick by choosing ones I’m interested in.

In this world, Blessings open the doorways to the things you want to do, after all.

Although most people don’t have the chance to choose Blessings.

“Well, me too, I also feel a lot calmer after talking to Dr Akira,”

Honoka said all of a sudden.

“Eh? Honoka, were you panicking?”

News to me!

“Of course I was! Even if I’m better at hiding it, it’s the first time I’ve seen society in over 2,000 years! There are a lot of different things, you know! Even if I could hear satellite television, there’s no way that prepared me enough for seeing the real world. In the first place, I never thought I’d ever be able to come out and still be able to live.”

Ah…. un…

“S-sorry. I’ve been so wrapped up in what’s going on with my stuff that I haven’t been considerate towards your situation.”

“Nono, it’s not been that bad, but, well how do I say it … I kept feeling like I couldn’t settle down, see?”

Yeah, I understand, I really do!

As we continue auditing the medicine room, I say,

“Honoka, you like food, huh?”

“… What are you saying to a girl? Although it’s true. Hm… I don’t know if I want to make it myself or what, but I really enjoy watching people make and eat food. As a commander in Inari-sama’s employment, no, in any sort of militaristic organization, food wasn’t really luxurious, you know…”

“Ah, I guess it wouldn’t be. But well, I was just thinking, wouldn’t it be nice if we could both pursue the things we want to pursue… something like that.”

“Hm… then will you teach me how to cook?”

“T-teach… well, you can help me in the kitchen. They say you start to learn by watching someone else cook first…”

—

Dr Akira smiled as he heard the two new employees from Boss Nagi’s office talk.

Although I had certainly been worried about what troubles the young master of the 6-tailed kitsune would bring to Tsunatou, if they’re like that, I suppose it will be fine.

Indeed, a human’s life was far too short to obsess over strength and covet others’ Blessings.

This was speaking from the experience of a ‘monster,’ who had lived many lifetimes over, and who had made many poor choices in each of those lifetimes.

Living peacefully … it was a priceless luxury for the Elder Vampire Lord.
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<a/n:

Dragon-chan chapter 3 is also up.

Since Cursed is going to shift a bit in tone from now on, I want to take some time to switch my brain over. So Cursed will be replaced with Dragon-chan for a couple weeks, just to keep everything going as I ‘reset’ my brain for Cursed 41

I guess this is technically the official end of ‘part 1’?

I’d personally say this is the official end of the prologue, but can this be considered a prologue if it’s almost gone on for 40 chapters?  I mean, this was definitely an experiment with how to present the worldbuilding… but 40 chapters is still a bit much for a prologue that’s contained in-series.>
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Chapter 41: Cat of Fortune I: Runaway Cat

“Neko-chan is coming your way, it is!”

“Haa… haa… got it! Uwoah!”

The calico cat bounded from an impossibly high height, landing lightly on its feet in front of me, and then shot between my legs like greased lightning.

Like hell I’m going to catch that!

“[STOP RUNNING]!”

The cat flinched as it froze for a second, but,

“Yeowl!”

Parin!

With a sound like shattering glass, the cat shook itself free of the effects of my words and sped off.

“Haa… haa… haa… sorry, Suyin… I lost it…”

I managed to spit out my words into the radio transceiver, but wow am I exhausted.

My sides are hurting, too.

Hoooly crap, that thing runs so friggin’ fast… me aside, for Suyin to fail to keep up with it, isn’t it faster than a cheetah?!

From the same impossibly high height as the cat, Suyin bounded down from the roofs of the buildings like a kungfu master, landing lightly next to me.

“Ah… so close, it was.”

“Sorry… my kotodama didn’t work very well.”

“Nmaa, it’s a maneki neko who has amassed a large amount of fortune, so it cannot be helped~?”

“Even if you say that…”

If Honoka was here, this cat-and-mouse … er, human-and-cat chase would have been over already!

Well, it was my decision to let her go to her café waitress shift despite having this job.

It’s just a missing pet, and even if Owner-san said it was okay for her to miss once in a while, do I really need a six-tailed kitsune to catch a cat?

… Even though the answer now appears to be ‘yes,’ I still think my decision was correct.

It’s been quite a few months since Daiki-san and I moved to Tsunatou City, and a lot of things happened … well, anyway, it’s the beginning of fall, now.

What happened to summer?

It passed, so?

“It is strange, though. Although the Chinese fortune cats are fickle, the maneki neko tend to be quite loyal. I wonder why this one keeps running away?”

Suyin tapped her finger against her chin.

If you can’t tell, Suyin and I are getting along pretty well.

We keep getting thrown into jobs together through Happy Life Work.

Over the months, I found out Suyin Zhou is from Hongkong, knows Chinese martial arts, wears china dresses for her casual clothes, and is currently living above an old couple’s Szechuan Restaurant, running deliveries for them every once in a while.

Although she’s more comfortable doing jobs from Happy Life Work to pay for her rent, instead of running food deliveries.

Even though I know not all Chinese people are like this, Suyin Zhou is such a stereotype, I don’t even know what to think.

Her more stereotypical traits aside, Suyin is pretty easy to get along with.

A lively, athletic girl with a bright personality, she definitely captivates the guys without making enemies of the girls … now if only she’d be more careful about flashing her panties.

She’s a lot easier to get along with than Tsurumi Minemoto, but that’s only because Suyin is upfront with her words and personality.

It takes a little more effort to get to know Tsurumi-chan, is all.

I mostly do clerical work, or tag along with Boss Nagi and Kei-san when they’re doing their jobs, but when Suzu-chan assigns me a job, I’m usually doing it along with Suyin and Tsurumi-chan.

Most of my jobs are very similar to this one – which is finding a lost cat.

Except that this cat is a legitimate maneki neko, which has amassed a century’s worth of luck, and is now fleeing from its owner with all its might.

“… I think there’s something we’re missing. If the cat is so against returning to its owner after being with her for so long, there’s probably a reason, right? Even if you say cats are fickle, this sudden change is a little too intense.”

I finally catch my breath.

“Uuuumu… Yes, let us return. A-Tsu should probably be at the office now, too.”

Tsurumi also helps out at her family’s shrine, which is a prominent Hachiman shrine, despite the grounds being smaller than Tsunatou’s Inari shrine.

Although Tsurumi’s father is technically the Head Priest, Tsurumi’s older sister, Mayumi Minemoto, is the shrine’s true head.

It’s because Mayumi Minemoto is the one who has inherited the required Blessings of [Oracle], [Divination], [Clairvoyance], [Divine Possession], and [Divine Archery] required to inherit the shrine.

The Minemoto Father acts as the saniwa, her interpreter, when she becomes possessed.

By the way, I was a little concerned about that ‘possession’ bit, so when I asked Athena-sama about it, she laughed and said,

“It’s not a literal possession. It’s opening a pathway to the gods through the Fount.”

… I don’t really get it, but as long as she’s okay…

Anyway, it was through Mayumi-sama that I was able to find out about Blessings that might be suitable for me, when I went to visit the Hachiman Shrine like Inari-sama and Athena-sama told me to.

After she performed a ritual called, “Unleashing the Blessings,” I was given access to all the ‘special’ type Blessings.

More accurately speaking, it’s not that I’ve been given ‘access’ to them, it’s more that my soul has been prepared to receive them, but…

Anyway, right now my Blessings are:

Social]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Cooperation]Lv1

||> [Tact]Lv1

||> [Observation]Lv1

[Calculation]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Estimation]Lv1

||> [Arithmetic]Lv1

||> [Logical Reasoning]Lv2

[Japanese Language]Lv1

[Throw]Lv1

[Domestic Chores]Lv3

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Cooking]Lv6

||>[Cleaning]Lv1

||>[Organization]Lv1

[Sixth Sense]Lv8

[Mystic Eyes]Lv10

[Enchant]Lv7

[Kotodama]Lv4

[Sensitive to Danger]Lv8

*hidden:

[Abnormal Soul] Lv6

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Overflowing Spirit]Lv8

||>[True Sight]Lv10

||>[Bestowal]Lv4

||>[Voice of Power]Lv3

—

By the way, it looks like I can’t just ‘pick and choose’ Blessings like I thought.

I have to actually work towards them.

That said, the Blessings that automatically unlocked after Mayumi-sama finished tossing water with holy salt in it at me made me cringe a little inside.

How much danger was I exposed to, that [Sensitive to Danger] was already at level 8!?

Also, even if that [Abnormal Soul] Blessing is hidden, having [Mystic Eyes] at max level invites some seriously unwanted attention, you know!?

A lot of my solo jobs so far have been seeing through cursed items people have brought to Happy Life Work to have them appraised.

… Sniffle. I-it’s not like I’m terrified of curses, okay?

No, I’m sorry, I’m really, really terrified of curses!

So, whyyyyyy?!

Ah mou, I’m being treated like an occult-detector…

Anyway, so far I’ve been using [Kotodama] a lot.

It’s probably because of that sub-blessing, [Voice of Power], but even Mayumi-sama was super surprised that I had the rare [Kotodama].

I’m not very good at using it, though … mostly because if I put in too much power into it, it becomes [Voice of Power] and that’s supposed to be seriously bad for me.

So, like with that cat, I tend to put too little power into it… ah, geez.

Even though I’ve been practicing for several months now, it’s still too difficult!

To begin with, I have to be super careful of what I say, since telling a cat to ‘Stop Running!’ is fine, but telling a cat to ‘Become a Rock!’ is impossible… unless I use [Voice of Power]. I can’t go against the nature of an object – that criteria is so vague!

I-it’s okay, I have Honoka as my main combat force, so it’s fine!

Heading back to the office, Suyin is walking along the tops of the walls and fences, regardless of the surface area that’s provided for her to walk along, so I avoid looking up as I ask,

“Who was the client again?”

“Umu. It is a lady who runs a curiosity shop, Sachiko Minami-san, it is. She is only lightly connected to This Side, and as for her direct involvement with the supernatural, she sells some minor charms for luck and good fortune made by artisans from This Side.”

“It kind of sounds like, without the maneki neko, she wouldn’t really be connected to This Side at all,”

I commented.

“It is possible. There are many people who are lightly connected by association that way.”

Suyin hummed a little as we went.

When we reached the office, Tsurumi-chan is sitting there doing her homework and Suzu-chan was filing papers.

Happy Life Work still has paper trails, because Suzu-chan is seriously bad with computers.

Or should it be that computers are seriously bad with Suzu-chan?

Either way, since she’s a ghost, Suzu-chan will cause electronics to malfunction.

Even though she’s been able to control her aura enough so that the lights, air conditioning, and electric kettle won’t go out when she’s around, computers are too advanced for her.

“A-Tsu, we’re back!”

“… Welcome… back.”

Tsurumi-chan smiles as Suyin hails her.

“Welcome back. Did you get the cat?”

Suzu-chan asks as she looks up.

“No. In the first place, why is the maneki neko running away? Were we told?”

I asked.

We high-schoolers were still in school when the client came with the job, so we weren’t able to meet with Sachiko Minami.

“Ummm… let me think. Minami-san only said that Umecchi ran away suddenly without warning. We didn’t talk much… well, it’s hard for me to interview her, so.”

Because you’re a ghost, after all.

Although Boss Nagi, Suyin, and I can see Suzu-chan well, she’s kind of just a blur for Kei-san and Tsurumi-chan.

And even Suyin has trouble hearing everything Suzu-chan is saying.

Most people can’t see or hear Suzu-chan at all.

Still, I’m amazed the clients don’t run away when they’re being interviewed by a floating whiteboard and dry erase pen.

“No, we should have probably started with an investigation first, instead of assuming we could catch the cat real fast.”

I sighed.

I had assumed we’d be fine, as long as Suyin was there, but seriously, that cat was too fast!

After getting Sachiko Minami-san’s curiosity shop’s location from Suzu-chan, I inputted it into my smartphone, then waved the two-way radio at Suzu-chan.

“Alright, we’re off. We’ll keep in contact with you if we need anything else.”

Because Suzu-chan can’t use a cellphone, na.

Even if she used the landline, it would just drop the call if it was connected to a cellphone.

But the two-way radio can pick up ghosts pretty well…

Part of me wants to clutch my head in dismay that I’ve become so well-versed in the biology of ghosts, but it is what it is.

Setting out with Suyin and Tsurumi, I, Kousei Ishikawa, a part-timer at Happy Life Work, have already begun to get used to the things on This Side of the Veil.
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<a/n: And we’re back>

<]   []   >

Chapter 42: Cat of Fortune II: Sachiko Minami, the Pet-Owner

In the heart of the downtown of Tsunatou, surrounded by shiny, modern buildings is the Old Town, where the buildings and layout of the city remain practically the same as when Tsunatou was founded.

Sachiko Minami-san, our current client, runs a curiosity shop on the outskirts of Old Town, selling mostly handicrafts by local artisans.

Within the cramped store that smells of cedar and herbs are things like handwoven charms and herb potpourri, and even things like wood carvings and fresh flower wreaths.

It’s a store with a kind of ‘bohemian’ feel.

“Excuse me~…”

“Ah… yes! Welcome, please feel free to look around!”

When I called into the empty store, a woman in her twenties came out from the room in the back.

Mild-mannered, with undyed black hair in a single braid and a beauty mark near her mouth.

“Sorry, we’re not customers. I’m Kousei Ishikawa from Happy Life Work, and these are Suyin Zhou and Tsurumi Minemoto. Are you the client, Sachiko Minami-san?”

“Oh! I see… yes, I’m Sachiko Minami. Please, come this way.”

Minami-san placed her hand delicately near her mouth as she motioned us towards the backroom.

I’m kind of wondering how she mistook us as ordinary customers.

We’re a group with a sexy china dress, a shrine maiden, and a guy in a high school uniform.

There’s no way we’d be your normal group browsing in a curiosity shop.

… Actually, when I put it like that, don’t we just sound like a cosplay fetish group!?

… … … It’s best not to think about it too much.

And why am I the spokesperson again!?

Dammit Suyin!

Even though her accent’s barely noticeable, she’s always using it as an excuse when it’s convenient for her!

A-anyway, while I’m quietly fuming inside, we follow Minami-san into the backroom.

The shop’s backroom is mostly storage, but there’s a sink, a small sofa, and a low table convenient for taking breaks while still being able to see the shop’s interior.

“Please sit and have some tea.”

Minami-san gestured towards the sofa.

It’s a two-seater, and Suyin stands resolutely next to the sofa.

I guess she wants me and Tsurumi-chan to sit.

“Ah, no, it is fine. I prefer standing,”

Suyin said as Minami-san offered a stool, the only other seat, and Minami-san eventually sat herself down on it, opposite me.

“So, um… Umeko is…”

“Ah, we did go out in an attempt to catch your maneki neko, but it was very persistent in running away.”

“I see…”

Minami-san looks down at the teacup in her hands, slightly depressed.

“Just so you know, that doesn’t mean we’re giving up. Rather, because Umeko keeps running away, it feels meaningless to catch her and bring her back. Instead, it would be better to understand why she ran away in the first place– that’s what we’re thinking. So it it’s not too much trouble, could you tell me about your relationship with your maneki neko?”

I asked.

Minami-san closed her eyes and said,

“You can’t say Umeko is ‘my’ maneki neko. No one ‘owns’ a maneki neko. They’re simply cats that devote themselves to people they take a fancy to.”

“Oh… I see. My apologies”

Did I make her mad?

Minami-san smiled softly.

“No, I wasn’t scolding you. But I had to tell you that in order to explain that the one Umeko was devoted to isn’t me. My grandmother was the one who took Umeko in. Grandma was the one Umeko likes. But two years ago, Grandmother died and left this shop and Umeko to me.”

“I-I’m sorry for your loss.”

This is awkward… Minami-san is totally not over her grandmother’s death yet…

After a moment, she sighs a little and says,

“Grandmother did fortunetelling in this shop. Her [Diviner] Blessing appeared when she was just ten years old. But not only do I not have the [Diviner] Blessing, I don’t have any sort of Blessing from This Side. Sometimes, I feel like I just can’t live up to Umeko’s expectations.”

I see.

So Sachiko Minami believes that Umeko the maneki neko got fed up with her and left.

It’s not like I can’t understand her line of thought, but…

“No, that is still strange. Even if the zhaoci mao got tired of you and ran away, it is too random for it to suddenly run away with all of it’s might with no warning after living peacefully together for two years.”

Suyin cocked her hips and crossed her arms, as she said so.

“As Suyin said, Umeko’s reactions to us chasing her were a little too extreme for her to have just run away on a whim. Minami-san, did anything in your and Umeko’s life change shortly before she ran away?”

Minami-san placed a hand to her chin.

She turned her head this way.

She turned her head that way.

Now she’s furrowing her brows, groaning, “Hm… um….”

Right, I get that you have no idea at all.

—

“And that’s how it went.”

Honoka and I are having dinner.

Ever since he had been moved to Unit 2, Daiki-san has been working late into the night.

I mean, I kind of get why, since occult things tend to happen more at night, but at the same time, I can’t really agree with it from a family perspective.

“I see. Even though you so triumphantly said you’d be able to settle this request quickly without me.”

Urgh!

Honoka… please be a little kinder to me…

She’s totally smirking at me.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t think it would be so persistent in running away.”

“Hm… Do you need me to help out after all? Although I work tomorrow during the day, I’m free in the afternoon, after all. Even if a maneki neko can outrun a normal human, I don’t think it would be able to outrun me.”

Honoka said as she happily stuffed her cheeks with the omurice I made for dinner.

“Nn… although that would definitely end the request fastest, but I don’t think the result would be satisfying.”

I said as I stabbed my own dinner with my spoon.

As Honoka said, if she nabs the maneki neko and we return it to Sachiko Minami, we’ll complete the request.

End of story.

But there’s a difference between completing it and completing it well.

“If Umeko runs off again right afterwards, it’s like, what’s the point?”

I said.

“Hm… but it’s not like that has anything to do with us, right?”

She has a point, but it just doesn’t sit right with me.

“I just think, if we’re going to do the job, we should do it properly. And besides, isn’t it cruel to forcefully drag the cat back against its will?”

“Hm… fufufu!”

“Wha- Why are you hugging me all of a sudden!?”

“No~thing~. I was just reminded how lucky I was to have this kind of master~.”

Honoka playfully hugged me – more like grabbed me – around my shoulders, laughing like some older cousin enjoying teasing her younger relative.

A lot like a cousin I had in a past life.

Anyway, Honoka’s super loosened up over these past few months, jeez…

“So, what are you going to do? The woman herself seems to have given up, right?”

“Nn… I mean, I WAS getting that sort of feeling. Like she was thinking, ‘It can’t be helped,’ or something like that. But since she put in a request, it means she still has some sort of attachment to the maneki neko. At least, it didn’t feel like she was just hoping to leech of the cat’s good fortune buff, or whatever. Since that’s the case, I can’t help thinking that I’d like to help them repair their relationship. At the very least, I’d like to be able to give Minami-san a clear answer as to why Umeko ran away.”

“Then just move in that direction. Trying to accomplish too many things will make it difficult to accomplish anything. Just focus on finding out the reason, first.”

“… That’s true. Alright. After school, I’ll go around asking the neighbors if they’ve noticed anything.”

“Hm? Not the woman, er, Minami-san?”

I sigh.

“No, she didn’t notice anything, or if she did she didn’t want to talk about it. Anyway, since it’s her grandmother’s precious cat, even if the neighbors aren’t from This Side, I can probably convince them that I’m just a busybody who wants Minami-san to treat the cat well or something…”

“You’ll totally be branded as a cat lover.”

“That’s not such a big deal, right?”

“Hmph!”

Eh… Why are you pouting?

“Even though you said my fox cub form was cuter.”

Since when have I compared your fox cub form to anything?!

Although it is damn cute.

“… I guess when you have a kitsune, you have to be a fox lover.”

“Isn’t that right?”

… Uh, I didn’t mean that positively.

I sigh as I watch the youkai that looks like a twenty-something woman with six fluffy tails happily ate her dinner.

One moment she’s acting like an ageless being with centuries of wisdom, the next she’s acting like a spoiled kitten – fox.

The next day, it’s just me and Honoka doing the legwork.

The first neighbor I went to, the little old lady who runs the snack shop, revealed the answer.

“Oh… Kyoko’s Umeko… hm… didn’t it start running away when Sachiko-chan’s boyfriend started coming around?”

That’s what it is?!
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<a/n: … nonono, we are NOT going down mystery lane, here, okay!?

I’m such complete sht at writing mystery stories, so please, please don’t go in that direction, guys…

I love detective stories, even shitty ones, but I’m also extremely critical of them and love nitpicking over all the little details as a hobby– so how could I ever bring myself to write any!? (+1 hypocrite right here)

(The CMB and QED mangas are amazing as eff, and Motohiro Katou is a master at his craft in manipulating the reader’s perceptions, so go read them if you like that kind of thing. It’s fine to just gloss over the higher maths explanations like I do, lol.)>
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Chapter 43: Cat of Fortune III: Intuition

“Eh? My boyfriend? But we’ve been dating for a while before Umeko started running away.”

Sachiko Minami-san looks genuinely confused.

“Is that so…”

My shoulders drooped as that lead fell through.

“When did the zhaocaimao – I mean the maneki neko start running away?”

Suyin asked.

When I called the office to let them know I was going to question Minami-san again, Suyin and Tsurumi-chan came over as well.

Honoka is loitering outside in the side streets, though.

Minami-san tapped a finger to her chin.

“Let’s see… about two weeks ago, she began to go out in the evenings, sometimes not returning until after noon the next day. Since I don’t restrict her, I didn’t think too much about it, but four days ago she began to run away whenever she saw me, and almost never returns. I even left her food on the balcony upstairs, but she doesn’t come to eat it.”

Un… these older traditional streets tend to have living quarters above the shopfronts, and it seems that Minami-san rents out an apartment above the shop as well, so the cat, Umeko, usually just hangs out in the shop, coming up only for food.

Even if she didn’t like Sachiko Minami-san, Umeko could have just settled into the shop without having to be around Minami-san too much, but since Umeko is running away so thoroughly, could she just be tired of being at the shop?

If that’s the case, then there’s nothing much we could do.

But I just feel like we’re missing something.

“You can’t think of anything that happened within the past two or three weeks that led up to this?”

I asked.

“No… it’s true that my boyfriend only started stopping by the shop a couple weeks ago, but I made sure that Umeko knew that I was dating someone who wasn’t involved in This Side before that.”

“I see…”

As we left the shop again, I sighed.

“… I just feel like there’s something about the boyfriend. What do you think?”

I asked.

Suyin shrugged.

“Even if it is, there might not be anything we could do about it, is there not? If it is the boyfriend, the zhaocaimao did not care that Owner-san had a boyfriend, since it did not run away when Owner-san first said she had a boyfriend. And if the mao does not like this specific boyfriend, we would have to tell Owner-san that she has to choose between her boyfriend or the zhaocaimao.”

“… So what are you saying?”

“Perhaps we should stop investigating and just apologize for not being able to bring the zhaocaimao back.”

Ah… I see.

If we continue investigating and find out that Suyin is right and the cat just hates this guy in particular, what would Minami-san think about it?

To have to choose between your grandmother’s cat and your boyfriend… Minami-san seems like a sentimental sort, so it would be a painful decision.

It might actually be kinder to tell her the cat just won’t return for unknown reasons.

Still… I scratched the back of my head.

“… I just somehow feel it’s all off.”

Suyin shrugged.

“Well, I will leave it to you. But Boss-san will probably say that you are beginning to do work outside of the compensation, she will.”

Ah…. That’s true.

“Fufufu, don’t underestimate Kousei’s senses. If he thinks there’s something wrong, there’s probably a 70% chance he’s right, you know?”

Ah, there Honoka is.

Oi.

Why are you resting your arms on my head?

I’m going to start shrinking If you keep this up!

“Oh, Honoka-chan!”

Suyin and Honoka gave each other a double high-five.

Seriously, these two…

“… Jeez. Just where did you get that number from?”

I said as I fixed my ruffled hair.

“I made it up~ well, it’s true that your ‘feelings’ are more likely to be right than wrong.”

“How so?”

“You have [Sensitive to Danger], right? I bet it’s close to evolving into [Intuitionism].”

“… What?”

“Objective truths can be known by intuition, they can. Well, on This Side, it refers to the ability to understand the Akashic Record by intuition.”

Suyin explained, but I still don’t understand.

“… What’s the Akashic Record?”

“The objective truth of the world. Although it’s still mostly a theory.”

“No one knows if there is an actual record of events, past, present, and future, but the term ‘Akashic Record’ refers to the idea that there is one objective truth, and that the ‘multiple truth’ theory is just distortions of the Akashic Record through our limited abilities of perception.”

Honoka and Suyin explained.

The second explanation is Suyin.

I’ve always thought this, but isn’t Suyin ridiculously well-learned?

She even knows a lot of complicated Japanese words that I don’t know.

And even though I’m still learning about stuff on This Side of the Veil, there’s still a gap between how much the average person on This Side knows and Suyin.

Her knowledge, education, and clothing all give off the feeling of some rich, Chinese Ojou-sama, but her lifestyle…

I mean, she lives in a tiny apartment above a Szechuan restaurant and runs deliveries for them in her spare time.

But, I don’t bother poking into Suyin’s personal affairs and say,

“How does [Sensitive to Danger] turn into THAT?”

“That is true. That is not the normal evolution, but if hulijing says so, it might be true, it might.”

At Suyin’s statement, Honoka gave a wry smile.

“Well, it’s not easy to do, but your situation is a little different, anyway.”

Honoka says that outloud, but as she rests her arm back on top of my head, she sends me,

“In the first place, instead of getting [Sensitive to Danger] like a normal person, you got your Blessings by already having abilities that were similar to an existing Blessing. It’s likely that [Sensitive to Danger] was just the closest Blessing you could get for now, but I do think your sixth sense for premonitions is a side effect of your abilities that are being supported by [Sensitive to Danger]. It might be that you could just get [Intuitionism] as another, separate Blessing, too. Well, when it comes to your Blessings… anything goes~.”

“… Haaa… Anyway, so you mean if there’s something bothering me about the situation, it wouldn’t be a complete waste of time to continue investigating the situation, correct?”

I resisted rolly my eyes and asked.

“Well, basically~!”

So my familiar says, but how are we supposed to go about this?

I’m kind of reluctant to go interview Sachiko Minami-san again, since she seems to get more and more depressed every time we talk to her.

There’s also the fact that she really doesn’t seem to know why her maneki neko could be against her boyfriend, enough to run off.

It kind of feels like Minami-san is about to give up, too.

“… There.”

If we push her any more, I feel like she might just say, ‘Forget it, if Umeko won’t come back, I won’t force her to.’

Tap,tap.

Ah, but, if she’d give up so easily, she wouldn’t have come to Happy Life Work in the first place, right?

Tap tap tap.

“… ! Sorry, Tsurumi-chan. What did you say?”

Crap.

Although Tsurumi-chan’s presence is sometimes easily overlooked, I feel super bad about not noticing her trying to get my attention.

Since when was she tapping on my arm?

“…There. That man. Boyfriend?”

Tsurumi-chan has stopped caring about talking in fragmented sentences in front of me, now that she’s gotten used to me, so her words come out a bit quicker than when she’s at school.

Suyin, Honoka, and I look in the direction that Tsurumi-chan is pointing.

Sure enough, outside of Sachiko Minami-san’s shop, there’s a man standing at the shopfront, talking to Sachiko Minami-san.

Um… yeah, from her body language, I can also tell that the man is Minami-san’s boyfriend.

“Then… should we talk to him?”

Suyin asked.

“I … guess so?”

I squinted my eyes as I stared at the man.

“What’s wrong?”

Honoka asked.

“No, it’s nothing.”

I guess my eyes are dry.

After I rubbed them and blinked, the feeling went away.

I should invest in some eye drops.

“Hoooh… so that is Sachiko-san’s type? A stereotypical Japanese man, he is.”

Suyin leered at Minami-san’s boyfriend.

“Stereotypical Japanese man? How?”

Where the heck do you see a stereotypical Japanese guy?

Although he’s certainly a stereotypical playboy-type.

A gaudy blond dye job and slanted eyes … although I’m surprised that this is Minami-san’s boyfriend, he’s certainly the ‘bad-boy’ type that some women are weak too.

Although the suit kind of looks like a mismatch, but maybe that kind of gap is popular among women?

To be honest, it kind of makes him look like a gangster, though.

So this is Minami-san’s type…

“If such a straight-laced looking business man is not a stereotypical Japanese man, who is?”

Suyin asked with a laugh.

… Okay, I’m not the sharpest tack in the box, but even I can tell there’s something wrong with this conversation.

“Just to be sure, Suyin. You’re not talking about the ‘ya’ type of business, right?”

“’Ya’? Ah, yakuza? What are you talking about?”

“Hmm…”

While listening to our conversation, Honoka’s eyes suddenly glow and she carefully stares at Minami-san’s boyfriend.

“He’s disguised himself with a spell. Kousei, he looks like a quiet, well-mannered man with black hair neatly combed to one side to everyone else. Suyin, his true form is a shifty-looking guy with a bad dye job. Fufufu, nice job as usual, Kousei. Illusions are useless against you, huh?”

Not agaaaaain!

Man, this is why everyone started bringing weird stuff for Happy Life Work to appraise…!

I can’t even control it!

As I groaned and clutched my head, Tsurumi-chan tilted her head and said,

“… But Minami-san said… he’s not on This Side?”

“ “ “Eh?” “ “

Suyin, Honoka, and I looked at her.

“Come to think of it…”

“Is that what she had said?”

Suyin and I looked at each other.

I kind of feel like Minami-san had said something like that…?

Suyin doesn’t seem to remember.

Hm?

But if he’s using a magic spell as a disguise, he shouldn’t NOT be on This Side, right?

… Waitasec.

In the first place, whether he’s on This Side or not, shouldn’t the fact that Sachiko Minami-san’s boyfriend is disguising himself in front of her be a huge problem!?



<]   []   



<a/n: Ah geez, Cursed’s arcs always end up taking way more chapters than I expect.

“We’ll start off with a short, 3-chap arc.’

Second chapter happens: ‘Oh. This… might take 4 chapters.’

This chapter: (-_-) … crap>
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Chapter 44: Cat of Fortune IV: Pulling Down the Facade

“… So I get why we’re not just going to go and accuse Boyfriend-san of things before we find out what the situation is, but why are WE left behind as the two most conspicuous people go to question him?”

Honoka and I are hiding in a nearby alleyway as Sexy China Dress and Shrine Maiden over there are going to talk to Minami-san’s boyfriend.

Compared to those two, High School Uniform and Plain Casual Clothes would be way less suspicious.

“Because we’re pretty famous with people on This Side~.”

“… And Suyin and Tsurumi-chan aren’t?”

One’s the daughter of a highly respected shrine, and the other … I mean, her china dress is too conspicuous.

How many other people on This Side run around in that kind of get up in this town?

We were wary of exposing Boyfriend-san just in case he had less-questionable reasons for being in disguise, so Suyin and Tsurumi-chan are trying to get a feel for what kind of person he is.

Even after Honoka pointed out Boyfriend-san’s disguise, it seems that Suyin and Tsurumi-chan can’t see through it.

Or, according to Suyin,

“It is always possible to try to see it, but it is not always possible to try to see it without being obvious, it is.”

… Right.

“Minami-san isn’t really well-known to be on This Side, right? So it could be that Boyfriend-san thinks she’s on That Side…”

“Hmm…”

Honoka, I’m not sure what ‘Hmm,’ means.

“Or he could be trying to hide from someone or something.”

“Hmm… is that what your instincts are telling you?”

Uh…

“… I don’t know?”

“Then it seems we can’t make any easy assumptions.”

Mu.

“Anyway, Kousei, you should at least learn how to tell if someone is using a spell, let alone a disguise.”

“… Right. If I knew how to do that, we wouldn’t have had all that trouble.”

I can’t help but complain.

Exactly how am I supposed to learn that?

“At least, recognizing when someone has a spell active… right, we can start with that. And conveniently, we have a good experimental subject right there.”

Honoka gestured at Boyfriend-san, who was talking with Suyin and Tsurumi-chan on the side of the street.

Luckily there aren’t too many people in this area of town, or else they might get picked up for attempting to solicit for cosplay-dating compensation.

… Is it just my imagination or does Boyfriend-san look kind of troubled?

Ugh.

Those two’s questioning abilities aren’t that great… I’m worried.

“Geez, focus.”

As my thoughts wander, Honoka grabs me, sandwiching my head between her two hands as she redirects my attention.

“Alright, alright. So? What am I doing?”

“We’re trying to get you a Blessing like [Magic Sight] or [Spell Discernment]. You know how to circulate spiritual power through your body, right? Okay, now, here. I’ll direct the flow the right way to your eyes… What do you see?”

“Uh… ack.”

I shook my head free, blinking my eyes and rubbing them with my hands.

“Ugh. It was like there was something surrounding him that was resonating with my eyes… it feels SO freaky.”

Did I feel something or did I see something?

The difference is surprisingly vague.

“It looks like that worked. Let’s do it one more time, and see if you can withstand the strange feeling.”

“Okay…”

Honoka grabs my head again, and now that I’m aware of what’s coming, I can withstand the strange, almost itchy feeling.

Ah… un.

I see that, not only is Boyfriend-san ‘lit up,’ but also a few trinkets and talismans on Suyin and Tsurumi-chan.

“That’s right. Those girls have some nice things on them~. Well, in this kind of work, especially on This Side, it would be foolish to walk around without any preparations.”

… News to me!

Anyway, it seems that what I’m seeing is ‘active magic.’

“Okay. I’m going to do it for you one more time, then you have a try by yourself.”

“Okay.”

Since Honoka is my familiar, and more importantly someone I’d made a soul pact with, she’s able to teach me how to do simple things by directing my spiritual power to let me feel how it works.

Just that isn’t enough, though.

I still have a lot of trouble doing a lot of things that she’s taught me… not that she’s taught me all that much, honestly.

But it definitely helps.

Although I’m still having problems with how much maximum power I should put into my kotodama, even with Honoka showing me, “Only this much, okay? Anything over is too much.”

I mean, yeah.

It isn’t perfect.

“Fuu…”

After memorizing how Honoka had directed my spiritual power into my eyes, I stare at Boyfriend-san as I tried to remember exactly how much and what quality Honoka had imbued my spiritual power.

Stare.

Staaare.

Staaaaaaare.

Parin-!

“… Ah.”

Just when I was thinking it wasn’t going to work, the familiar sound of a spell breaking occurred, and chaos broke out around Suyin and Tsurumi-chan.

Amid Boyfriend-san’s cursing and attempts to flee, Suyin’s quick reflexes to CQC him to the ground, and Tsurumi-chan going into panic, I looked guiltily at Honoka.

“Um, so, I don’t think I did that right.”

“Yup. But you’ve impressively dispelled his disguise.”

Honoka agreed as she watched the chaos with interest.

… Wait. This isn’t the time to just sit and watch!

Followed by Honoka, I ran out to help Suyin and Tsurumi-chan.

Later on, when I checked my Blessings, instead of [Magic Sight] or [Spell Discernment], I had gained a Blessing called [Spell Disruption].

orz

—

“… Pet-napper?”

“…Pet -napper?”

After Suyin had plastered a talisman on Boyfriend-san’s forehead, like he’s some kind of Chinese zombie, Boyfriend-san became unable to move and sat listlessly on the side of the street.

Once again, Suyin terrifies me in unexpected ways… this isn’t common, right?

It’s not easy for just anyone to completely immobilize you with a piece of paper, right?

When I re-joined Suyin and Tsurumi-chan, I called Suzu-chan on the two-way radio, and we synchronized as Suyin explained what she believed was going on.

Although most of her deductions are coming from a thorough investigation of Boyfriend-san’s pockets.

… Oi. Don’t just casually pocket some cash.

I know you’re on a tight budget, but this isn’t an RPG, okay?

“Umu. So it seems. He was completely stuck on us finding Sachiko Minami-san’s cat, he was. Right, A-Tsu?”

“Un.”

“Also, this mark… I feel like I have seen it somewhere on evil-doers – I mean criminals.”

You got that wrong on purpose, didn’t you?

Or more like, that small tattoo on the base of his neck is better evidence than that he was talking about Minami-san’s cat, right?

Tsurumi-chan nodded at Suyin’s statement.

“That mark… illegal animal traders … last year, in Izumo.”

If Tsurumi-chan says so, it must be right.

She might take her time when trying to formulate her words when she speaks, but Tsurumi-chan’s memory of words and simple drawings is superhuman, and this tattoo that’s more like a symbol than a picture is easy enough for her to remember it, it seems.

 “What is his name?”

At Suzu-chan’s question, Suyin flicked the man’s identification card at me.

Hey.

“Um… the ID says it’s Kaito Ichimura.”

“… Okay. Stealing magical pets on This Side is a much, much graver crime than on That Side, so we’ll contact the Saitous and ask them to deal with it. Please keep watch over him in the meantime.”

“Ah… Okay.”

Is it just my imagination, or did I hear Boss Nagi going, “Hahaha, let’s make them owe us one!” in the background?

… I want to believe it’s my imagination.

As I pocket the radio, I asked Suyin,

“Why is pet-napping a worse crime on This Side than That Side? I think it’s pretty horrible on That Side, already?”

Especially the emotional damage.

There are lots of people who view their pets like their own families, right?

“Mm… well, let me see… You know, on This Side, Honoka can also be considered as a pet?”

… I don’t know how to respond to that.

Like, at all.

At my completely blank look, Suyin continues.

“Rare beasts and magical animals, familiars, youkai, all of them are targets for pet-napping. Value wise, they easily out-worth regular pets, even the most expensive pedigreed purebred pets on That Side, they do. Also, on This Side, ‘value’ is not just money, and ‘power’ isn’t as closely linked to ‘money’ as That Side is.”

“That’s right. On This Side, people are more willing to overpower or steal to get the things they want.”

Honoka added.

Ah…

Whether or not the crime is morally worse on This Side compared to That Side, it seems the extent people will attempt to commit the crime is greater.

Suyin sighed, looking down at the motionless Boyfriend-san who can’t even move his eyes.

“Sachiko Minami-san is lucky, she is. A zhaocaimao is highly valuable. Perhaps it ran away to preserve her life? After all, if the zhaocaimao runs away, the thief will assume that he cannot simply kill her if he wants the zhaocaimao to come back.”

“I see. Then, whether the maneki neko ran off to protect itself or Minami-san, are we agreed that the maneki neko could sense Boyfriend-san’s ill will and fled?”

“Sounds right.”

“Na jiushi.”

“Un.”

I assumed Suyin said something like, “That’s right,” and I sighed, crouching down and resting my head on my hand.

Now how are we going to tell Minami-san about this…

Or more like, how did we go to catch a cat and end up catching a pet-napping ring?

Because that’s what it turned out to be, you know?

These illegal animal dealers might have been chased out of Izumo, but at least a branch of them turned out to be in Tsunato.

The woman in the traditional kimono, with a shawl around her shoulders, Azami-san, had appeared with a number of black suits.

Turns out she’s a representative from the Saitou clan.

“Hm… We are very interested in hearing what this man has to tell us.”

With that ominous statement, they escorted the panicking man into the back of a black benz with tinted windows and drove off.

“… Umu. I do pity that man for what he will be experiencing, I do.”

Suyin casually waved the talisman she had retrieved.

I… don’t want to know.

I reeeally don’t want to know anything about the Saitou.

Especially since Tsurumi-chan had tugged Suyin’s sleeve and said,

“Talisman… take back… or else…”

And Suyin had said,

“Aiya~ that was close, it was. No need to give them any freebies~.”

Honoka also looks concerned.

“Are they the good guys or the bad guys in this situation?”

I wonder…
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<a/n: Kousei’s failures really are more interesting than his successes~.>
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Chapter 45: Cat of Fortune V: The Truth Behind the Meow

As you might expect, Minami-san wasn’t exactly thrilled to hear the facts about her boyfriend, but to my surprise, she was pretty understanding.

“Well, this kind of thing happens from time to time…”

Minami-san’s dry laughter and forced smile made me feel super bad about our role in getting her boyfriend … arrested? … and all, but as Minami-san herself said, if it wasn’t us, it would have been someone else.

If Umeko the cat didn’t return, Boyfriend-san probably would have dumped her, too.

Haa… it still doesn’t feel good to think about, though.

But now I don’t know if my sour feelings are from pity or guilt.

A few days after that…

“ “Huh? It still hasn’t come back!?” “

Suyin and I exclaimed.

We had been returning to check up on the situation between Minami-san and her maneki neko.

Minami-san buried her face in her hands.

“I’m sure Umeko is too disappointed in me. I was so easily tricked, after all. I… I don’t know what to do…”

Erm…

Didn’t you say that she would come back as long as the boyfriend situation was fixed?

I do not think I said such a thing, no. It was all just hypothesis.

Arguing with our glares, Suyin and I sigh in unison, disappointed that we had been wrong.

At our sigh, Minami-san’s depression seemed to get even worse.

“D- don’t worry, Minami-san. We’ll, uh… we’ll look into it.”

“Th-that is right! There must be a reason, there must!”

After our (poor) attempts to comfort her, we left the store like we were running away.

Well, I mean, we kind of were.

In a bit of a panic, I asked,

“Now what do we do?”

Just as flustered, Suyin shot back,

“That is what I would like to know!”

We looked at each other once again, then sighed heavily.

Suyin shrugged her shoulders a little helplessly, saying,

“It is unfortunate, but we are back to the beginning, we are. Kousei-kun, is hulijing working today, as well?”

“Ah… yeah, but her shift is almost over.”

“Then perhaps we should wait and meet up with Honoka, then go and try to catch the zhaocaimao again –“

“Why does the cat run away?”

In between Suyin and my brainstorming, Tsurumi-chan suddenly spoke up.

Eh?

“That is what we are trying to figure out, that is!”

Suyin mimicked slapping the air as she retorted.

I’m glad she said it.

I was definitely thinking it, I really was, but I don’t think I’m close enough with Tsurumi-chan to tsukkomi at her!

It totally feels awkward.

But… yeah.

If we knew why Umeko was running away, it would make things a lot easier.

“The cat… it runs away.”

At Tsurumi-chan’s next statement, Suyin and I look at each other, then back at Tsurumi-chan

“Well, yes, that is the problem, it is,”

Suyin said, trying to keep an exasperated sigh from slipping out.

Tsurumi-chan shook her head.

“… No… I mean, it keeps running away.”

Right. That’s what we’re trying to solve, right now.

Sensing we still didn’t understand her, Tsurumi-chan’s brows furrowed a little, and then she said,

“The cat… it runs away.”

“Y-yeah.”

“Then it comes back. And then it runs away again.”

“ “… That’s true!” “

Suyin and I say.

That’s right, even though the cat ran away from home, Minami-san would still catch sight of it around the store before it darted off again.

Even now, it seems the cat keeps returning to the area, catches sight of Minami-san, then runs off again.

I mean, earlier, Minami-san said she saw Umeko just this morning.

I look at Suyin.

“That’s right. If the maneki neko is sick of staying with Minami-san, there’s no point for it to come back and then run off again.”

“Indeed. It is unnatural for it to run away so stubbornly if it is still attached, but it is also strange that it comes back if it has no attachment.”

“And it’s not like Umeko is coming back for food, either, since it doesn’t eat what Minami-san left it.”

Suyin and I bounced ideas off each other.

“Then, A-Tsu, what do you think the zhaocaimao is doing?”

Suyin finally asks Tsurumi-chan.

“What … … … …”

Tsurumi-chan tilted her head.

“… … I don’t know.”

“ “…” “

“A-ah, well, that’s great, Tsurumi-chan! I feel like we finally caught onto something!”

“That is right! A-Tsu, good job!”

Suyin grabbed Tsurumi-chan’s hands and spun her in a circle.

I’m glad you’re celebrating, Suyin, but even though it felt like we finally made a breakthrough, we still haven’t moved forward onto figuring out what’s going on.

Haa…

This case… is SUCH A PAIN.

As the afternoon shadows grow a little longer, I’m sitting by myself in the retro alleyway.

I’m more than a few stores down from Minami-san’s store, but I’m still nearby.

I’ve already seen glimpses of Minami-san’s calico maneki neko, but that thing is still fast as always.

Ugh.

Because we had tried to catch it before, the cat just darts off as soon as it sees us.

“Here, sonny. It’s on the house.”

“Eh? Uh… is that alright?”

I was crouched on the curb, debating whether I should head for home like Suyin and Tsurumi-chan did (to be fair, they had other things to do and we weren’t really getting anywhere with the case just by hanging around), when the granny from the candy store handed me a ramune.

“Fufufu. You kids are helping Minami-san look for her cat, aren’t you? You’re kind children, so of course I’ll treat good kids.”

Eh… it’s a bit embarrassing to be treated like a little kid, but the granny reminds me a little of my grandma from this life, so I don’t say much and just obediently accept the ramune with a “Thank you.”

With a sigh and a ‘heave ho,’ the granny sat on the candy store’s front step nearby.

“Sachiko really was depressed when Kyoko, her grandmother, died. Haa… Sa-chan was so cute when she was a child, following behind her grandmother and imitating her. The two of them really were close, you know? But when Kyoko died, a lot of Kyoko’s things were sold off by Sachiko’s mother – that is, Kyoko’s daughter-in-law. All Sachiko had left to remember her grandmother was the store and that little cat. Sachiko’s been lonely, you know.”

Ah… that’s a shame.

I feel a little depressed after hearing about Minami-san’s grandmother.

I can’t help but wonder how my parents and little brother are doing now.

I hope my death didn’t affect them too much, but … realistically speaking, there’s no way that’s true, right?

“Ah, don’t get it wrong, Sachiko’s mother and Kyoko got along fine, but they weren’t really well off, so Sachiko’s mother sold the things off to pay off their debts. Kyoko said for them to do so in the will.”

The granny said suddenly, waving her hand as she realized that what she said could be misinterpreted.

“Ahaha, I get it. But I see, that’s why Minami-san is so upset that the cat ran away.”

“Ah, that’s right. Umeko-chan was extremely precious to Kyoko, after all. Kyoko loved that cat so much. She even said, ‘This cat is MY maneki neko. It will guide the good things into my store!’”

The granny lowered her voice a little and whispered,

“Sometimes, I felt like she might have been right. Even though most of us in a touristy area like this sell similar souvenirs from the same suppliers, Kyoko – she never ran out of interesting and good things that would catch the eyes of the tourists.”

Well, the cat is a real maneki neko after all… wait.

“So she said the cat guides the good things in?”

Maneki neko… maneki … right, I didn’t really think about it, but maneki neko … it’s literally a cat that beckons or invites, isn’t it?

“Well, Kyoko was a little weird sometimes, so she would also say sometimes Umeko-chan would lead her to good opportunities, too. It leads you to good things and guides good things to you – I always wanted to say, ‘Even if you are a fortune teller, as if you could get that kind of a lucky cat!’ But … it’s true that the cat helped Kyoko a lot when her husband died. It would have been good if it would help stave off Sachiko’s loneliness too…”

I feel like I’ve finally caught the tail of the situation.

“I see. Thanks, Granny. I’m going to do my best!”

When I stand suddenly, the candy store granny is a little surprised but says,

“O-ou… ah, don’t push yourself too hard.”

“I won’t. Thanks for the ramune and the talk!”

Well, even though I stood up and ran off, I don’t really know where to go.

Dangit… if Umeko keeps running away when I approach it, even if I think I understand what’s going on, I’m not going to be able to get anywhere – ah!

Just when I was thinking that, there that dang cat is!

“Mrow!”

As usual, Umeko turns to dart off, but this time, out of nowhere…

“Hello there. Would you mind not running?”

“…!!!!!!!”

Ah.

This is the first time Umeko’s met Honoka, and as a magical beast from THIS side, it knows what Honoka is right away.

I mean, Honoka is definitely not hiding her “I’m a big bad fox” aura right now.

With bulging eyes, the maneki neko froze right where it stood, puffing up in fear until it was very nearly a round puffball.

Since it had been just about to run off, it can’t be helped that it fell over, I guess.

Um… good job, Honoka?

I breathe a little sigh of relief.

I walk up to the frozen cat.

“Don’t worry, we aren’t going to try to catch you.”

I ignore Honoka’s, “We aren’t?” and continue.

“I just wanted to ask a question. Are you trying to show us something?”

The cat still doesn’t move.

Hm…

“Sorry. I mean, are you trying to show Minami-san something?”

Since maneki neko’s are quite intelligent, which makes sense since they can tell what’s “good” and what’s “bad” for their owners, it actually does understand me and its fur slowly returns to normal as it looks at me and made a soft meow.

“Haa… so that’s what it was. Okay. Fine. I’ll try to help.”

I pet the cat on the head and went back to Minami-san’s.

“Hmph.”

Eh? Why is my familiar so sulky?

On the way over, Honoka is pouting after letting the poor, terrified cat off the hook.

“… What’s wrong with you?”

“… … … Cheater.”

WHY!?

Ugh… Looks like I’m going to have to pet her in her fox form a lot later.

Was she always this childish!?

… No, right, she was singing anime songs nonstop when I first ‘met’ her.

I sigh, pet her on the head (which is visually awkward since she’s a little taller than me), and enter Minami-san’s shop.

“Eh? Follow Umeko? … But won’t she hate me if I chase her?”

Minami-san said.

As I thought.

Minami-san was so scared of making Umeko hate her that she’s never chased after her.

“I think she wants you to chase her. Tsurumi-chan said that earlier, that if Umeko keeps coming back but runs off when you see her, maybe it’s because she wants you to follow her.”

Although Tsurumi-chan only said half of that, but don’t mind the details.

Minami-san nodded.

“Okay. T-tomorrow, I’ll try my best… … um…”

Hm?

“What is it?”

I ask.

“Um… sorry, but… I’m scared. Can all of you come with me?”

… If you think Umeko will be upset if you chase her, won’t it make it worse if there are more people?

But, well, I also understand why Minami-san is so scared.

She originally has a timid nature, after all, and she’s terrified of losing one of her last links to her grandmother.

And, well, I actually do know that Umeko wants to be followed, so I’m not really super worried about it.

“Okay. We’ll come, but just in case Umeko wants you to come alone, we’ll be following in secret.”

She’s not super pleased, since she wanted us as emotional support, but Minami-san nods as Honoka and I leave the shop.

I mean… I’m also super curious about what Umeko wants to show her, you know!?

As we leave the shop, Honoka suddenly turns to look at the bushes and ferns that grow densely on top of the retaining near the shop.

Two glowing blue eyes peered out at us.

“The cat.”

Honoka sends me telepathically, confirming Umeko was hiding up there.

“Minami-san said she’d do her best to follow you tomorrow afternoon.”

I called out to it, and a soft meow melted into the air as the ferns rustled a little and the pair of eyes retreated and disappeared.

The next day…

“…”

“…”

“…”

Three very suspicious looking teenagers and an adult-ish fox peered out from the alleyway at the scene in front of us.

“M-Minami-san! Ah… as I thought, this was your cat after all. I thought it was, but it would run off every time I tried to approach it to bring it back to you.”

“E-eh… N-no, thank you for your work as always…”

O-oi… what’s with this pink aura?

A gentle-looking man with glasses covered in bamboo shavings with a tenugui cloth wrapped around his head was blushing as he spoke with the equally awkward Minami-san.

“Who is that?”

I whispered to the others.

Of course Honoka doesn’t know, but the others might.

“I wonder…”

… Suyin doesn’t know either.

“Bamboo… artisan … apprentice. Famous store.”

Um… so according to Tsurumi-chan, this is a famous workshop known for its ornate bamboo woodworks, and that man’s an apprentice?

Ah… I think I saw some really elaborate bamboo baskets in Minami-san’s store.

They might be from here.

But…

“… This… it’s kind of love-like?”

“Yup.”

“Love-like it is.”

Honoka and Suyin agreed verbally while Tsurumi-chan just nodded, but all of us agree.

“That dang matchmaking cat!”

I can’t help but sigh in exasperation.

So that cat really did disapprove of Minami-san’s boyfriend – and went out to find another one for her!

Ahhh geez, ahhh geez, this idiot cat and owner!

Feeling like I’ve just wasted this entire week, the others and I turn to leave quietly, so as not to disturb the two potential lovebirds.

As we did so, Umeko suddenly walked over, holding her head up proudly and waving her tail.

“Meow!”

She gave a small cry as she twined around my legs before leaping onto the retaining wall along the sidewalk and scampering off, back towards Minami-san’s store.

“… Was that a thank you?”

I asked.

“Hm… I believe it called a little bit of luck in for you.”

Honoka replied.

Eh…

“Uh… with good luck comes bad luck following right after, right? Like, because you get good luck you shouldn’t get otherwise, bad luck has to occur to balance it out?”

I’m a bit concerned.

I mean, that’s the common story, right?

Getting something good with magic always comes with bad consequences or something?

“Nonono, it is not a monkey’s paw or fatecaller or any suspicious device like that. The zhaocaimao is a magical beast that can call small opportunities of good fortune without disrupting the natural order. That is why the mao is so highly sought after, it is.”

Suyin quickly corrected me.

I’m still a little uneasy, but no use worrying about it?

A few days later, Minami-san reported that Umeko was properly returning home now, although she would still run off to that bamboo workshop, making Minami-san have to go get her.

According to the candy store granny, Minami-san and that bamboo crafter apprentice aren’t dating yet, but it’s only a matter of time.

As for me…

“Kousei-kun! We were sent a huge haul today! Here! You’ve gotta feed that young lady and Mr Police Officer, right? Go on, take it, take it!”

“Eh… really? But…”

“No, no! I insist! It’ll just rot if we don’t sell it anyway! Or worse, we’ll have to eat smelt every day!”

The owner of the local mom-and-pop fish stand, whose fisherman son sends fresh fish from the coast every morning, gave me three free smelts with my purchase one day.

A little bit of good luck isn’t too bad once in a while.
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Chapter 46: A Lazy Evening at the End of Summer

—

[Social]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Cooperation]Lv1

||> [Tact]Lv1

||> [Observation]Lv3

[Calculation]Lv1

|Sub-Blessings>

||> [Estimation]Lv2

||> [Arithmetic]Lv1

||> [Logical Reasoning]Lv2

[Japanese Language]Lv1

[Throw]Lv2

[Domestic Chores]Lv3

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Cooking]Lv6

||>[Cleaning]Lv2

||>[Organization]Lv1

[Sixth Sense]Lv8

[Mystic Eyes]Lv10

|Supra-Blessings>

||>[Aria Recognition]Lv3

[Enchant]Lv7

[Kotodama]Lv4

[Sensitive to Danger]Lv8

[Spell Disruption]Lv2

*hidden:

[Abnormal Soul] Lv6

|Sub-Blessings>

||>[Overflowing Spirit]Lv8

||>[True Sight]Lv10

||>[Bestowal]Lv4

||>[Voice of Power]Lv3

—

“… Hey, Honoka?”

“Yeah?”

“Is it just me, or are my Blessings leveling up a lot faster, now?”

“That tends to happen once you undergo the unsealing ritual – not. Isn’t it because you’re abnormal?”

“…”

It might not seem like a lot at first, but the Sub-Blessings [Observation], [Cleaning], and the Blessing [Throw] have all gone up one or two levels.

Even though they didn’t go up at all for 12 or so years…

“By the way, what’s a Supra-Blessing?”

“Hm? Do you have one?”

Honoka flops her head over my shoulder as she peers down at the screen.

By the way, this isn’t the rental Blessing Scanner I’m borrowing from the state hospital.

This is… what would you call it… one of those things you can consider ‘black technology’ – a magic based electronic device.

Handed down by the Goddess Athena herself.

“Oooh… [Aria Recognition], huh? It’s not [Magic Eyes] or [Spell Discernment], unfortunately. Kousei, aren’t you on the way to becoming a mage killer?”

“How am I supposed to know? Anyway, what’s a Supra-Blessing, and what’s [Aria Recognition]?”

On one hand, it’s great that I can get Blessings as easily as that, compared to other people in this world, but on the other, what ARE these, and why do I get them?! – I have that sort of feeling towards my Blessings.

And it totally sucks that I can’t just ask the gods to give me something… like, how am I supposed to naturally get magic and stuff if I don’t already have it?

“A Supra-Blessing is like an added on Blessing to your original Blessing. Unlike Sub-Blessings, you don’t automatically get Supra-Blessings – they’re usually bestowed on you separately, but in your case…”

Yeah, yeah, I get it, I’m abnormal.

“So what is it?”

“[Aria Recognition] means you can recognize spoken and written arias as spells. That’s actually quite overpowered, since you can tell when someone is trying to cast a spell or activate a device.”

Even if Honoka is impressed,

“…But that means I still can’t tell when a spell or something is already activated, right? That only means I’ll be able to detect it if someone is currently activating it.”

“… … Yes, you do choose weird places to be insufficient in.”

Shut up.

“But why did I get this?”

“… Isn’t it because of all those weird things people make you appraise?”

Honoka frowns a little as she answers me.

A “Pyoyoyon!” comes from my phone as Honoka manages to get a 4-chain combo – oi!

I’m trying to have a serious conversation here!

This otaku fox…

At least she hasn’t discovered gacha games.

“Haaa…”

I sigh heavily as I clear the black-tech Blessing Scanner and tuck it back into its case.

Recently, Daiki-san doesn’t get home until 8pm, so it’s just me and Honoka lounging in the living room.

Is… everything going alright over there?

I mean, Daiki-san never returns with any wounds, but he’s fighting monsters, you know? I mean youkai.

“By the way. What did you mean by ‘mage killer’?”

I decide to ignore Honoka’s gaming and just ask for her to clarify her earlier statement.

“Well, if you got in a fight with a mage, with [Aria Recognition] and [Spell Disruption], wouldn’t you be unstoppable? Although you have to get [Spell Disruption] to a usable degree. Rejoice, Mage Killers are pretty rare -”

“So I’m going to be even more ‘wanted.’ Great.”

Going by what Honoka is saying, a ‘mage’ would be someone who has to use magic or spells or something.

That means I’m still vulnerable to people who have more ‘superpower’ type skills that don’t need arias to activate them.

For example, using [Kotodama] technically doesn’t need an aria. By the time I use it, it’s already activated.

Even if I can disrupt the spell after its activation, getting laser-blasted in the face or something isn’t really reversible.

Also, like Honoka said, my [Spell Disruption] is only at the level where I can only just barely do it.

“…Ah. By the way, Guchi-kun was crying about make-up homework. ‘Ask Kousei to help me~’ he said.”

“…”

Higuchi, huh?

A classmate of mine, and a co-worker at the cafe Honoka works at.

He also had trouble with the final exams before summer break.

Or like, why didn’t he just ask me at school?

Or more like, why didn’t he ask his ‘best friend’ (I think), Endo?

…No, wait.

Endo definitely wouldn’t help him.

“…He reaps what he sows…”

I say, but both Honoka and I know I’ll probably end up helping him out…

I did think it was weird that he was playing so carefreely all summer, but I guess he DID take us around town and stuff…

I just sigh as Honoka laughed and handed over my phone so I can text Higuchi.

It ends up being an all-nighter to walk Higuchi through the homework.

Ugh… why did he leave it off so much…

As I watch Honoka snoozing on the couch, I can’t help but give a small smile.

I feel like my life has gotten quite complicated lately, but I can’t say it’s gotten worse.

As the summer heat changes to a comfortable temperature, I find myself quite looking forward to the future.
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<a/n: (1/2) This was a short interlude chap, but it felt super lacking, so extra chap this week.

I mean, it’s already written and all… The Bookseller Arc starts next>
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Chapter 47: The Bookseller I: A Missing Person Investigation

“It’s weird that you’re coming in so late.”

Suzu-chan greeted me as I entered the door of Happy Life Work.

“The school semester started up again, after all.”

I replied.

After working on summer homework with Higuchi – his homework – all night, I had to go to school, and now I have work… geez.

But it’s true that I’m coming in later than I have for the past month.

It’s not like I was working all summer, but I was able to do more day shifts rather than only being able to come in after school.

Aw, was Suzu-chan lonely?

It took me a little bit to get used to the fact that she’s a ghost, but these days, I think Suzu-chan’s pretty cute.

In the adorable little sister kind of way.

I feel like you’re just going towards a bad end if you fall in love with a ghost, plus she’s like, eternally 12 years old.

Still, she’s a little kuudere girl with a bob-cut, and cute is cute.

Even if she doesn’t have feet.

Also, she’s the only one in this damn office with common sense.

I don’t think you can blame me for relying on Suzu-chan a lot!

As I put my schoolbag back behind the desk, Suzu-chan greeted Honoka, who came in right behind me.

“Honoka, hello. I blew the lightbulb in the kitchenette again…”

Urk.

You can ask me, too, you know?

Oh well.

It’s good that Suzu-chan is no longer terrified of Honoka, at least.

Honoka laughed and went into the back of the tiny townhouse to find a new lightbulb.

We go through lightbulbs a lot … well, I don’t say anything, because Suzu-chan finds it extremely frustrating that she’s so bad with electronics.

Kachya – dirring.

The little bell at the front door rang as it was opened.

… I want to believe that it’s just an ordinary customer for Happy Life Work, but both me and Suzu-chan have to resist a groan as we see who it is.

That smirking smile with the narrowed eyes … it’s Yuri Honzuki, huh?

He normally comes to the office in the middle of the day, but with this timing… he was definitely aiming for when I came in, huh?

Dammit!

It’s your fault I gained that [Aria Recognition] Supra-Blessing!

“Ahahaha! There’s no need to be so on guard. I’m coming in on actual business this time. It’s much easier to talk to someone I can hear, no offense to Ghost-chan.”

Honzuki-san waves his hand as if to brush away the tense atmosphere.

Suzu-chan just sighs.

She’s not feeling insulted, by the way.

It’s true that very few people can hear or see her, and she finds the whole interview process tedious herself, so she can understand why some of our regulars are starting to aim for the times I’m around.

The sigh is more because it’s Honzuki-san.

Come to think of it, why aren’t Kei-san and Boss Nagi around more often?

Although I do understand that Suzu-chan is enough to connect workers to job-listings, we also take arbitration and investigation work which requires more information from the requester for us to understand what needs to be done.

… Well, it’s mostly Boss Nagi alone actually DOING those jobs, with Kei-san as her assistant, so I guess I can understand why they’re out a lot.

“Ehh… um, well, hello Honzuki-san. Please take a seat.”

I stifle my sigh as I gesture to the sofa and rummage through the desk to pull out a clipboard that Suzu-chan’s prepared with all the various forms I might need.

Since Suzu-chan’s like THAT with computers, everything has to have a hard copy, even though I’ve begun to help file things into Boss Nagi’s computer.

It’s a little tedious to have to write everything down and then input it into the computer, but Suzu-chan remembers where everything inside the townhouse is, so she’s just as good as a computer’s ctrl+f function.

If anything, Suzu-chan using a computer is less efficient, since each separate piece of paper counts as a different object inside the townhouse, but the computer is just a single object.

She can find any file instantly and detect any paper that’s gone missing immediately.

She’s a cheat of a filing system…

Suzu-chan poltergeist’s some tea and teacakes onto the coffee table in front of Honzuki-san.

“Thank you, Ghost-chan.”

Honzuki-san smiles, but Suzu-chan’s over here… well, whatever.

“So what can we do for you today, Honzuki-san?”

I sit down across from him as I ask.

“Hm… well, I have a work order this time. For investigation.”

Oh? That’s rare, for Honzuki-san.

I pull out the work order form and circle “Investigation” on the top.

“Investigation, is it? That’s not your usual request.”

“Hahaha, that’s why I came in at this time. It would be hard to explain to Ghost-chan, correct?”

It would take longer, that’s true.

“I want to request an investigation on Yutaka Mori. The reason being that I’ve lost contact with him. He’s one of my greatest customers – and suppliers – in this town, so it’s somewhat troublesome that he’s disappeared.”

Although Honzuki-san says it’s troublesome that a customer disappeared, it’s rare to see a worried look on his face so I think he’s also concerned for Yutaka Mori-san’s well-being from a less commercial standpoint as well.

“I see… do you have anyone in mind to do the investigation?”

“No. Please choose someone fit for the job. As for the price…”

“That depends. Are you requesting that someone find the person himself, the reason he has cut contact off, or just confirm whether or not he’s living at his current address?”

“Hm…”

I don’t blame Honzuki-san for being a little overwhelmed with the options.

He mainly uses Happy Life Work to find buyers for his goods, after all.

In fact, it’s usually the other way around, where we receive a request to find a certain item and contact him to fulfill the request.

Suzu-chan helpfully poltergeists a pamphlet with the pricing and explanation of each result over to Honzuki-san.

“The step-pricing, it means that if I request further investigation, a portion of the future fees will be reneged?”

“Yes.”

“Then, for now, please just confirm Yutaka Mori’s presence or lack thereof at his residence. I’m also willing to pay for any extra clues you can find in his residence, if he’s not there.”

Oh, the penny-pincher grimoire merchant, Honzuki-san, is actually quite concerned over Yutaka Mori-san’s safety if he’s willing to pay extra.

“Okay. Here is the retaining fee, and here is the flat fee for confirming his presence. For investigating the residence, with the reduced fee from being a related work order, there’s a flat fee of this much.”

Different work orders have different methods of fee calculations, but for Honzuki-san’s requests, there’s no need for an hourly fee.

Both of his requests have definite end terms, after all.

We finalize the terms, with Honzuki-san agreeing to the price and paying the retaining fee upfront.

Even though it’s a check and not actual cash, my eyes always swirl a little at the amount of money that changes hands in this tiny office, but that’s how things are on this side of the world.

How many zeroes are there?

And this is just the retaining fee!

Even though I’ve almost never… actually, I probably have never seen an actual check in my previous life, but here, as an employee of Happy Life Work, it’s pretty common.

I mean, I have had to count wads of cash occasionally, but for regulars like Honzuki-san, they’re so used to transactions being in the millions that it’s much more convenient to just write out out a check for the down-payment and wire over the rest, rather than having to withdraw money and count the change.

Because of the extraordinary amount of money that’s involved with things on This Side of the Veil, I was able to understand how people like Honzuki-san, who maybe sells a book a month, can survive without having a ‘steady’ job.

Not to mention how Happy Life Work is getting by, even with Boss Nagi being like … that.

If we decide to handle the investigation order in office, that is if the people who do the investigation are Happy Life Work employees, then the entire payment goes to our office.

Even if we outsource the job, we’ll still receive 15% of the payment just for being the intermediary.

And did I mention that the payments are … BIG? 15% is still a LOT of money for doing nothing other than handing the job over to someone else.

Well, either way, I’m only getting paid 2500円 per hour – not that I can complain, with Japan’s current minimum wage being a third of that.

While I was carefully tucking the check away into an envelope and retrieving the wire transfer form for Honzuki-san,

“Ah, that’s right. Kousei-kun, about this…”

“?”

I look up as Honzuki-san hands me something …. Uwah!

I can’t help but shriek as I fling the book with ominous arias floating around it like a planet’s orbital rings, as a multitude of creepy-looking auras radiate off of it.

“Ah… so it’s cursed after all, and quite badly it seems… well, do let me know if the investigation order is picked up!”

Honzuki-san recollects the grimoire and attempts to beat a hasty retreat, but Honoka, who came running as soon as she heard me yell, stood in his way, and Suzu-chan smashes the white board with “NO FREEBIES!!!” scrawled on it into his face.

Suzu-chan, at that distance he’s not going to be able to read the board … but Good Job!

This dang Grimoire-seller…
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Happy Life Work is basically a small-fry adventurers guild… yeah, btws, this is a modern-day guild story.

I just found out too.

I mean, I knew it was going to be small arcs that flesh out the world a little more with each arc, but exactly how it was going to do it and what Happy Life Work’s role was in all of this was a little blurry in my head…>
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Chapter 48: The Bookseller II: Finalizing the Work Order

I heave a huge sigh as I scribble onto a piece of paper.

“Honzuki-san, please don’t try this kind of thing again, for both your and my sakes.”

Seriously, even though I’ve gotten… well, I haven’t exactly gotten used to seeing cursed items, but I can at least endure it if I’m given some warning.

As for Honzuki-san, well…

Even though his expression is composed, his face has gone pale.

I’m not sure if it’s Honoka’s bloodlust or Suzu-chan’s ghost aura that’s frightening him, but either way, it’s not good for the heart.

“Hahaha… so your powerful familiar is in … hahaha…”

“Haa…”

I can’t help but sigh again.

Honzuki-san PROBABLY wasn’t trying to cheat us, since Suzu-chan can just shut up the house so nothing can enter or exist so dine-and-dash tactics seem a bit pointless.

Not to mention, if he crosses Happy Life Work, as a grimoire seller, he won’t be in for a good time among his contemporaries.

But if this was his idea of a prank, then he should have made sure Honoka wasn’t in, at the very least.

That bloodlust of hers is pretty thick…

“Now now, Honzuki-san, you shouldn’t be thinking anything rude after allowing my dear Kousei see something so disgusting…”

“O-of course not… hahaha… I have the payment right here, so…”

This time, Honzuki-san presented a pre-prepared wad of cash – so it really was just a prank after all!

Well, he might also have been curious to see if he could get away with it, too.

“Suzu-chan, can you count it? This book’s curse is kind of…”

Just because I can see the spells’ arias on the book doesn’t mean I understand them or know what they do, so it’s not like I can just tell Honzuki-san about the spells I’m seeing.

I have to try to draw them.

Haa… my ability to copy what I can see has definitely increased.

I wouldn’t be surprised if I eventually get the [Drawing] Blessing after a bit…

It still takes me a long time, since I don’t want to get it wrong and screw someone over.

For good measure I softly shade in the auras coming off the book as well, although it’s just an artistic representation of an aura, so take it as you will.

As Suzu-chan confirms the amount of money for a curse appraisal, returning the leftover to Honzuki-san’s side of the table with her poltergeist, I also hand him the drawing I made.

“It looks like this, so…”

Honzuki-san’s brows furrowed.

“Oh dear. I am sorry, then. I didn’t think it was this badly cursed.”

As he tucked the paper away, Honzuki-san looked very worried.

“This was the last book Mori-san sold me. Recently, it feels like most of the books he’s sold me have been cursed. Furthermore, it’s been four books in the last several months before he went missing.”

Come to think of it, it’s probably not normal for there to be this many grimoires popping up.

Not like I could have guessed, the way he’d been bringing grimoires in for curse appraisal all summer, but Honzuki-san did say they were all back-logged books he’d been reluctant to sell until they were appraised.

Anyway, according to Honzuki-san, he’s lucky to get two grimoire a year, so even if you say grimoires have a tendency to be cursed, for four to be found within three months, all cursed, was a little worrisome.

Especially since Yutaka Mori-san wasn’t a grimoire seller like Honzuki-san; even if he found grimoires, it was usually through other grimoire sellers, and Honzuki-san was adamant that he was the most successful procurer of grimoires in town.

“No, well, with the internet…”

“Even then!”

“No, well, I mean, the Jungle has a magic version site too, so…”

“Even then! Also, I’m the grimoire seller with the best sale record on there as well!”

I-is that so…?

Wait, hang on, is this shifty, annoying, prankster book seller actually kind of a bigshot?

H-Honoka, maybe you should tone down the bloodlust a little… fine, whatever.

You do you.

“Then, Honzuki-san, do you think that Yutaka Mori-san has gotten involved with something he shouldn’t have?”

Suzu-chan asked.

After I repeated her question, Honzuki-san nodded.

“Yes, I don’t know if it’s something or someone, but I’m a little worried. I’m just a grimoire seller, so it’s all business and products to me, but Yutaka – Mori-san is a collector. It’s easier for those types of people to be devoured by their obsessions one way or another.”

“We’ll keep that in mind then… Kousei, it looks like we’ll need you to go along with the investigation team.”

“Eh? Why…”

“Why… well, it looks like you can see arias, by the looks of your current drawing.”

Biku-!

Crap. In my professional attempts to be as accurate as possible, my drawings have leveled up to the point where Suzu-chan can tell that I can see the spell arias!

“Hm? What’s wrong?”

Honzuki-san can only hear one side of the conversation, but since I’m clutching my head with both hands, he can tell that something happened.

“It’s all your darn fault with all these cursed grimoires!”

I can’t help but hold a small grudge against Honzuki-san.

—

“Woah, a big spender came in today~.”

Boss Nagi was checking her smartphone, crouched on top of a skyscraper somewhere in Japan.

Thanks to the wonders of (black) technology, she was immediately notified of the tasks the office took while she was away no matter where she was in the world – magnificent!

“Mmhm, hiring that kid was the right move! Even though his class-rep style was a fake, he’s still better than Suzu-chan for updating the digital logs~.”

Well, that wasn’t really fair, was it?

Suzu-chan was a ghost, and therefore had an allergy to computers.

Or rather, computers were allergic to Suzu-chan.

“… I don’t know what to think about you hiring the young master of a six-tailed kitsune literally just for a secretary. Besides, you used to hire Suyin-san to input the digital logs.”

Boss Nagi’s assistant, Kei, told her bluntly.

“Eh… but Suyin-chan never updates them in a timely manner~ Plus, there were all sorts of typos with Suyin-chan~.”

The typos weren’t because Suyin Tsu was from Hong Kong; she was fluent enough in Japanese to discount that as the reason for her typos.

There weren’t just a few people who suspected that Suyin Tsu spoke with an accent for fun.

No, the typos were all because Suyin had a short attention span and would lose interest quickly.

Furthermore, Suyin wasn’t an official employee, so Suzu-chan would pile up the work orders until Suyin came in to update the logs.

“Oh my~…”

Kei looked over her shoulder as she browsed the logs.

“What is it, Aruji?”

Even as Kei asked, he was already looking at where his superior was pointing on the screen.

“… … This makes it even more ridiculous that you’re treating him like a secretary, Aruji.”

There was a separate log where Suzu-chan had marked their star secretary’s increase in skills.

Which meant that Suzu-chan wanted to report it, and forced Kousei to type it out.

“Tsk tsk.”

Boss Nagi waved her finger.

“It’s true that we have a little boy who has some seriously overpowered Blessings working in our office, but the only thing that’s overpowered are the Blessings, right~. Even if you have some overpowered building blocks, it doesn’t mean anything if you don’t arrange them to make something useful~.”

Well, that was true.

They had a teenager who had one of the most powerful familiars in history, who could use one of the most rare and ridiculously effective abilities in Kotodama, could see through supernatural illusions as if they weren’t there, had the ability to enchant things that he made, and now, he was capable of detecting when written or spoken spells were present.

The problem was, he was pretty inept at all of them.

Not knowing how best to utilize his abilities as a contractor to a six-tailed kitsune, he left her to her own devices – which was not the worst way to go about it, considering their good relationship, but it was clear that he was having troubles considering her part of his own fighting abilities.

Kotodama could be considered his best ability, but he was still fumbling his way through and had a long way to go to reaching any sort of acceptable level, his Mystic Eyes were more troublesome than helpful because he couldn’t actually tell if what he was seeing was supposed to be disguised or not, and he also hadn’t figured out how to use Enchant consciously at all.

Now they found out he has Aria Recognition, and again, it was a powerful Blessing that anyone on This Side would want, but without an understanding of arias or a way to disrupt them, it had limited uses for him.

(The fact that Kousei had Spell Disruption had yet to be reported to them, but at any rate, he wasn’t capable of using it decently yet so their assumption was basically correct.)

“Looks like we should do something about it~.”

Kei looked over as his Aruji punched something into her phone.

“You’re making the work listing… designated?”

It was just an investigation of a residence; there was no reason to designate who could take it, was there?

Normally this type of work order would be listed on the board for anyone who had signed up for Happy Life Work’s network to browse through.

But for some reason, Boss Nagi was picking specific people for the job.

She smiled craftily.

“I just thought it was time to start arranging some building blocks~.”



<]   []   [



<a/n: Super burnt out from having to put a lot of the electric city lore into order before I really wanted to, so no Fluvia this round>

 

<]   []   [

Chapter 49: The Bookseller III: A House in Tokyo

The house of Honzuki-san’s friend and customer, Yutaka Mori-san, is actually on the outskirts of Tokyo.

It’s not unreasonable to assume that the (self-proclaimed) number one grimoire seller in Japan has contacts all over the country, not to mention Tokyo, but the problem is that, for some reason, I’m included in the list of investigators for Honzuki-san’s work order.

Why?!

Haa…

Anyway, thanks to that, Honoka and I had to take the first train to get to Tokyo by 10 AM and meet with the other two members of our group.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Kousei Ishikawa, the staff from Happy Life Work, and this is Honoka.”

“Nice to meet you~. My name is Sue Hanamori~.”

“I’m Yasu Jakuchi. Nice working with you.”

“By the way, we’re dating~”

“Yes, please tell her we should hurry up and get married already.”

“Eh~ but I like my last name~.”

“You can keep your last name, I just want you to be my wife!”

“Eh~…What should I do~.”

I feel like vomiting sugar.

Not to mention, even though they’re like this, the two people sitting across the table from me look like a mori girl witch and a tall, semi-goth man with crows on his shoulders.

They’re really nice, outgoing people who don’t match any of the stereotypes that come with their appearances.

It’s just… raijuus should go explode.

“But that Nagi’s such a slavedriver. I just barely returned from a job in Okinawa, and she assigns me to a job in Tokyo!”

Ah, Jakuchi-san lives in Sendai, after all.

Sue Hanamori doesn’t live that close to Tokyo either, although not quite so far as Sendai.

Since Happy Life Work has an online service, it’s not uncommon for free-lancers on THIS side to live all over the country.

That said, the online service used to be somewhat unreliable, since Suzu-chan can’t do much with it, and it was up to Kei-san to update it.

With me being hired, the unreliability seems to have been essentially eliminated, and many free-lancers were pleased to be able to avoid making the journey to Tsunatou to drop in to the office when they needed to look for another job.

Tsunatou seems to be somewhat of a hub of activity, almost like a capital city for people unaffiliated with clans, on THIS side, even though it doesn’t appear that way normally.

At the very least, it looks like it’s smaller than Tokyo or Kyoto, but that’s because most of the free-lancers don’t stay in one place for very long.

In order to work, expand their own abilities, and avoid attracting too much trouble, they often move about the country, and even parts of East Asia.

Um… maybe instead of a capital city, it’s more of something of a trader’s hub, with people moving in and out as often as is convenient to trade goods, news, and solicit people.

And so, despite Jakuch-san’s nominal home address being in Sendai and Hanamori-san’s being in Nikko, it’s not that unusual for them to travel all over the country, and even throughout eastern Asia, for work.

What is unusual is …

“That’s true~ Even though I’m happy to get more work, I was wondering why Nagi-san made this request a designated work order~. An investigation like this is pretty standard, so normally anyone should be able to take it~.”

“I was wondering that myself.”

Jakuchi-san crosses his arms and furrows his brows, as if thinking deeply over the matter.

“Geez~, Yasu, you haven’t figured it out yet? It’s that, that.”

Hanamori-san laughed, lightly hitting Jakuchi-san on the shoulder.

“That?”

“Nagi-san is having us train her newbie~!”

“Ah-! So that’s it!”

Hanamori-san doesn’t have any ill-intentions with her words, but I still feel like I have to apologize to both of them.

“… Sorry about my boss…”

“Hahaha, there’s nothing you can do about it, right~?”

“It’s Nagi-san, after all.”

It seems rumors about Boss Nagi’s reputation are widespread … and accurate.

Honoka chuckles delicately into her hand.

Even though she’s just a cheeky kitsune at home, she acts like she’s a refined and lofty being when meeting people for the first time.

It’s 100% a scam.

Hanamori-san laughs.

“Don’t worry, don’t worry~ teaching a newbie on the job is a common situation. For free-lancers like us, it’s just getting a little extra pay for taking a rookie on the job~.”

“In the first place, Sue was studying to be a gradeschool teacher, you know?”

Jakuchi-san looks as proud as if he was talking about himself, but gradeschool teacher?

I’d like to think I won’t be that difficult to teach.

Although, Hanamori-san DOES seem like she could be a kindergarten teacher or something.

After a bit more chitchat, Hanamori-san and Jakuchi-san got down to business.

At this point, Hanamori-san stops using her sing-song voice and speaks seriously.

“So the first thing we do when we work with people we don’t know very well is to introduce ourselves with what our abilities are.”

Jakuchi-san follows up with,

“Naturally you don’t want to give away all your secrets, but it’s important for everyone to know what you can do in order to cooperate well. Well, you should use your best judgment to determine what you should tell about yourself and what you shouldn’t.”

That makes sense; if no one understands what anyone else can do, the efficiency goes down by a lot.

Not to mention that you don’t want to be learning what your companions can do when you’re already in the middle of a dangerous situation.

“So in this case, once again, hi~, I’m Sue Hanamori~! I’m a forest witch, and my specialties are witchcraft, especially charms, curses, and enchantments. I’ll be in your care~.”

“Oooh-.”

clapclapclap.

Jakuchi-san plays along and claps at Hanamori’s second self-introduction before introducing himself.

“Ahem. I am Yasu Jakuchi, and I specialize in various abilities for investigation and tracking, like Mystic Sight. Pleasure to work with you.”

I wonder what the difference between Mystic Sight and Mystic Eyes is.

But I see, even when discussing abilities, it’s possible to keep your actual Blessings a secret while conveying what you can do.

I clap along with Hanamori-san after Jakuchi-san’s introduction.

… I’m about 85% sure that the clapping is unnecessary, but I don’t hate cheery people like this.

“Now, it’s hard because we put you on the spot, but why don’t you reintroduce yourself?”

Hanamori-san directs her attention to me.

“Ah… yes. Let me think for a bit … Um, I’m Kousei Ichikawa, an employee at Happy Life Work. I specialize in … I guess sensing curses?”

The only thing that pops into my head is Honzuki-san and his damn grimoires.

Wait, I guess that IS actually my specialty. What.

Oh, I guess I’m also known for …

“And this is Honoka, my familiar. Do I need to talk about her specialties?”

“Normally you should at least tell us what kind of familiar she is, but … hahaha, the two of you are kind of famous. Even if we don’t know what your abilities are at all.”

“Eh…”

Hanamori-san laughs, but I’m still uncomfortable with the fact that I have a six-tailed kitsune as a familiar has become so widespread.

There’s definitely going to be trouble in the future.

Hanamori-san continues,

“For your first introduction in this line of work, that was pretty good. Especially mentioning you’re an employee of Happy Life Work – it’s good to employ some casual intimidation like that.”

“That wasn’t my intention though!?”

Hanamori-san and Jakuchi-san laughed, saying, “Ooh, nice tsukkomi,” but… no, really, that…

Boss Nagi is becoming even more of an unidentified being the more I learn about her.

“Well, now that we’ve finished our introductions, let’s talk about the details of the request as we head over to the house. Yasu, you sent a scout ahead, right?”

“Yup. But since Ichikawa-kun is an employee of Happy Life Work, he should know quite a bit of the details as well.”

“… Well, I’m the one who took down the request, after all…”

As we traveled to Yutaka Mori-san’s house, I told them about what I knew.

“I see, so it’s a request that’s prioritizing the missing person rather than an investigation of the house,”

Jakuchi-san mused.

Eh? Was it hard to understand?

“Was the description misleading? Sorry about that.”

Wait a sec, Suzu-chan’s the one who writes the descriptions of the requests.

Well, an employee shouldn’t hesitate to apologize for a mistake by the company, and I AM the one who typed it up.

“The description is probably fine; we’re only being paid for investigating the house after all. If the description included trying to determine the missing person’s investigation as well, the price would be greatly increased after all. But well, the two of us are busybodies and naturally curious~.”

Hanamori-san quickly assured me.

Hm… no wonder they won’t let me write the request descriptions yet.

Seems like there’s a bit of a methodology to it.

Hanamori-san folded her arms, saying,

“Well, with a witchcraft expert, an investigator-seer, and someone who can sense curses, we should be able to determine if there are any strange things or anomalies in the house. My only concern is that if there is any danger, this lineup’s combat power is pretty low…”

Hrm… Hanamori-san groaned as she crossed her arms.

“Sue, Sue, you’re forgetting someone.”

Jakuchi-san playfully tapped on her shoulder as he gave Honoka some side glances.

“…Ah-! I see~! As expected of Nagi-san, she’s as attentive as she’s pushy!”

“Hahaha… somehow, I still feel like apologizing.”

My boss is so troublesome…

“Fufu, well, I hope that I am enough to reassure you.”

Honoka chuckled as Hanamori-san remembered that my kitsune familiar was indeed with us.

It can’t be helped; Honoka was being very quiet and walking behind us, not to mention she counts as my combat strength, technically, so it’s not impossible for Hanamori-san to forget about her, but…

How does one forget about having a six-tailed kitsune on your side?

I guess Hanamori-san doesn’t just sound like an airhead, although it might be a bit impolite to say of someone older than me.

“In that case, we can all focus on investigating. Yasu, you and I will split up, and I’ll have Kousei-kun tagalong with me, okay? See, Yasu has some secret techniques, and witchcraft is a lot easier to explain for beginners to this kind of work.”

“I see… I’m still inexperienced, so feel free to direct me as needed.”

I’m not just being polite as the ‘kouhai’ on scene; I really have no idea what to do.

As for Honoka, it was decided that she would remain on alert against dangers and allowed to wander through the house as she pleases.

Apparently most familiars have to be told directly what to do, but familiars of Honoka’s level are a lot more trustworthy.

Or in other words, most familiars are low-level and aren’t very intelligent, but it’s not something I have to worry about.

By the time we discussed how to divide our tasks up, we arrived in front of the house of Yutaka Mori, the missing grimoire collector.

It’s in one of Tokyo’s quieter districts, about thirty odd minutes from the city center, but we started from a cafe in the train station nearby so it only took us 10-15 minutes to arrive.

I’ve gotta say, his house is a lot grander than I thought it would be.

I mean, I did see the picture Honzuki-san submitted, and we included the Maps satellite view in the request as well, but seeing it in person makes it a lot more impressive.

No wonder Hanamori-san immediately suggested Jakuchi-san and her to split up; we’d be here all day if we went around as a single group.

Honestly, despite the presence of more single home residences in this district, Yutaka Mori-san’s house is still an oddity.

It looks like a majestic western style mansion – barely squeezed into its tiny plot of land.

Despite its impressive grandeur, there’s practically no yard or garden, so it looks a little comical.

As she pressed the buzzer, Hanamori-san turned to Jakuchi-san.

“Yasu, how does it look.”

Jakuchi-san looked up in a certain direction, and when I followed his line of sight, I saw another big black crow perched on the roof.

… So I take it that’s not just a wild crow, huh? That’s Jakuchi-san’s?

“There aren’t any apparent signs of anybody within the house, and at first glance it appears that there hasn’t been anyone living in it for at least a week.”

“Mori-san lives by himself, after all, but there should have been a housekeeper?”

I asked, going back through the information I’d gotten from Honzuki-san while I was taking his request down.

“Hm… perhaps he doesn’t allow her to enter if he’s not here? We can check in with the neighbors or find out from the housekeeping company afterwards.”

Hanamori-san, that’s a very logical reaction, but I’m amazed at how normally you’re pushing open the gate and entering the premises.

This is… technically trespassing, right?

I mean, sure, that just comes with the territory of this type of thing, but for her to be so casual about it feels uncomfortable.

… Hey, I was a law-abiding citizen just a few minutes ago!

All joking aside, if we don’t want to get the police called on us …

“… I’m going to talk with the neighbors first.”

“? I usually do that later, but okay?”

Hanamori-san tilted her head curiously.

“Well, while you do that, I’ll be bypassing the security system.”

Jakuchi-san raised his hands like a surgeon after they’ve been cleaned, a glint in his eyes.

… People on THIS side are so far removed from the common sense on the other side, sometimes.

“Mori-san… come to think of it, I haven’t seen him about recently. He usually drives his vintage car around the block at least once a week, too… How long ago? Um… maybe since a month ago? I don’t really remember…”

“Aah, that’s right, that’s right! He hasn’t even let Hana-san in these past few days – ah, Hana-san is the lady from the homekeeping company, but really, how can one woman keep such a large house clean all by herself? I doubt that Mori-san would help her, it’s far more likely that his house is mostly a dust museum except for the few rooms he lives in. Ah, what did Hana-san do about it? Well, she rang the buzzer and called him, but just went home. He collects things, you know, that Mori-san, so I think I can understand why he wouldn’t want her to come in alone; I bet some of it’s dangerous, too! I’ve heard explosions every once in a while, so I wonder if he collects old firearms or something – or else he’s trying to cook himself, -pukukuku!”

“Ma, stop talking the boy’s ear off! Jeez. Sorry about that. By the way, who are you guys? I was wondering if someone was breaking in, although it’s unlikely if you’re going through the front gate in broad daylight, I suppose. Oh, Mori-san’s friend was worried about him and asked you to take a look since you’re going to be in Tokyo? ”

… Sounds like at least one neighbor was thinking about calling the cops.

Even if there’s some way people from THIS side can throw off the police, I think it would be much more considerate to avoid wasting the police’s time in the first place.

For the police’s sake.

“Fufu, good work.”

When I went back to Yutaka Mori-san’s mansion, Honoka greeted me while sitting on the stone fence.

“Haha… I made it in time; the neighbors decided we’re just nosy do-gooders. Also, it seems like Mori-san’s only really been missing for about a month, and he’s known for being a bit eccentric, but he doesn’t seem to be particularly hated or beloved. Well, I only asked two houses, though. By the way… what happened here?”

There’s a scorch mark on the patio.

“Ahaha~ I totally overlooked the magical security system! Geez, we’re in Japan, you know, what’s the use of a double system~?”

Hanamori-san…

Well, no one looks hurt, so maybe I should just overlook this for my ‘senpais’ sakes.
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Chapter 50: Bookseller IV: The Staircase in the Study

“Ma-ster, if you were here you probably could have prevented that.”

“Because of my eyes? I thought the two of them would have been fine, though? They’re pros when it comes to magic, right?”

“Mm… well, security systems aren’t supposed to stand out. If it’s not a malicious spell, it’s a bit harder to detect, not to mention something that lies dormant unless triggered. I have to admit, even I didn’t expect a simple residence to be booby-trapped; this kind of thing used to only be used for tombs and treasure stores.”

Honoka is somewhat impressed by the spark spell that Yutaka Mori-san had set up at his front door to ward against uninvited guests.

It only has the strength of a weak taser, but … how did the scorch mark come about?

Hanamori-san looks a little sheepish, so I can assume she had a hand in it?

As she and Jakuchi-san tinker with the front door, Honoka and I chat outside the gate.

The walk from the gate up to the door is very short so we were still fairly close to them, but if we speak quietly the separation should be enough to keep our secrets.

Not that we’re actually talking about any secrets, though.

“Could I really have been useful if the spell is dormant? I can only recognize spells that are activated, right?”

“Waiting spells are still classified as activated, technically. As long as the dormant spell actually contains magic in it, you should recognize that something’s there.”

Is that so…

“Whew… okay, Kousei-kun, Honoka-san, we’re done. Sorry about that~ no one would expect a normal Japanese residence to have a magic security system like that~.”

“Haa… you successfully deflected the spark, but didn’t you somehow amplify it, Sue? We’re dealing with a bit of a maniac collector, so it shouldn’t be too hard to imagine that he might have something set up.”

“Eh… but Yasu missed it too~.”

… Are things going to be alright like this?

“To be honest, we should have expected this kind of thing after hearing that he’s a collector of random magic paraphenalia, but I’m not used to having to detect such weak hexes… Looks like I’ll have to get serious now.”

Hanamori-san rolls up her sleeves and flexes as Jakuchi-san opened the door for her.

“Sue, you let you high tension get the better of you just because you had a kouhai for today, didn’t you?”

“Uuu…”

“…”

I don’t even know what to say about this.

Honoka’s just smiling in the background.

She might as well just laugh, jeez.

“Anyway, I’ll start on the second floor. You and Kousei-kun start on the first.”

Jakuchi-san takes off his shoes as he approaches the staircase leading upstairs.

“Master, I’m going to investigate the back of the house.”

Honoka waved a hand frivolously.

“Alright, be careful. Remember, it’s an investigation. Let us know if there’s something wrong.”

“’Ka-y~. I’ll start off by looking around for youkai.”

There’s no way Honoka will make trouble for us, so I just let her go without worrying too much about it.

We’ve been working at Happy Life Work long enough for her to know what’s necessary and what’s not for an investigation, so I don’t think she needs supervising.

That leaves me with Hanamori-san, standing in the foyer.

“Alright, let’s get started. Close the front door, and I’ll check this room.”

I do as Hanamori-san says before asking,

“What exactly are we looking for?”

“Since we’re looking for the home owner’s disappearance, bloodstains or signs of violence, things that seem misplaced, and any sort of suspicious supernatural items, like magic relics or talismans. And anything else that seems dangerous.”

Hanamori-san begins by simply walking around the foyer area, looking around, before she walks to the middle of the room, saying,

“Alright, I didn’t see anything too suspicious at first glance, but as expected, we can’t just go on sight. I’ll now draw a magic circle that detects supernatural and magical objects. It’s not perfect, but it will give us a start.”

“What do you mean by not perfect?”

I asked.

“My magic is based on anglo witchcraft, so it’s possible that simple from the magic makeup, there might be certain types of magic that’s harder to detect. And of course there are high grade relics and talismans that are designed to be undetected.”

“I see…”

“By the way, I recently got something quite handy for drawing magic circles.”

Hanamori-san’s eyes glint at me mischievously as she stuck her hand in her bag.

“Ta-da-!”

Hanamori-san proudly showed me a stick with a piece of chalk on the end that she’d pulled out.

“…”

“Haha, I used to just tape a piece of chalk on a stick, but recently I saw these chalk sticks that parking police use to mark tires with, and this is soo much more convenient.”

… Hanamori-san… No, I guess if the convenience is there …

I stand to the side as Hanamori-san begins to draw on the ground.

“A lot of my magic is done with drawing magic circles, so it’s nice to find a good tool that helps me with it. Drawing large magic circles is a lot easier with this.”

As Hanamori-san chants, [Aria Recognition] definitely kicked in as the magic circle lights in, and Hanamori-san’s chant seemed to float from her mouth to match the circle’s shape.

If I could actually read the chant, I guess I’d be able to recognize what spell she just used even if she didn’t tell me earlier.

The magic circle and chant lit up brightly, then suddenly, the light shot outwards like ripples, filling the entire room before dispersing and leaving highlights on some of the items.

Since I didn’t even notice these items before, I suppose they’re inert?

At least, [Aria Recognition] isn’t working on them.

Hanamori-san stared around the room in surprise, her mouth open in an ‘o’.

“This man… collected a lot of things, didn’t he…?”

There are at least 15 items marked as ‘magical’ in the foyer alone, so I think she might be right.

Wait.

Does Hanamori-san have to check each and every one…?

… Investigating this house is going to take forever.

—

Hanamori-san looks so ‘done’, and we’ve only been through the foyer, the dining room, and the sitting room to the side of it.

“How has this man collected so many things without having anything bad happen to him before!?”

Her pleasant, school-teacher aura is turning into a frustrated disbelief.

I hand her a bottle of water as she rests on the couch.

“I thought that might be the case, but is it really such a bad thing to have so many magical items stored away like this?”

I asked.

Hanamori-san takes a long drink of water before responding.

“Hmm… well, generally speaking, it’s not really about the amount there are. Of course, having more items will increase the chance of something bad happening just because of probability, but if the items all come from similar magical systems, then there’s not much chance of them interfering with each other poorly.”

“Magical system…? Like how witch’s spells are different from Shinto spells?”

Although I don’t know the details, I have been seeing a lot of arias lately, so I’ve at least noticed the basic differences in structure.

“More or less. You could say that items from anglo witchcraft aren’t compatible with items from southeast asian shamanism and voodoo because they’re both too similar and yet different enough that they react poorly with each other.”

So … ‘it’s complicated,’ then.

“By the way, the best case scenario is that incompatible objects will trigger each other to generate a mana field. Although that can cause strange things to happen and attract youkai, that’s still manageable.”

“The worst case?”

“A violent reaction that destroys everything around it~.”

“…”

I feel a bit of a cold sweat.

Yutaka Mori-san didn’t only collect grimoires, he seems to have been interested in occult relics too, and boy had he collected a lot.

Most of them were trivial items, mere trinkets, but …

A dune is created from each grain of sand.

What if he happened to put things in a bad arrangement?

Even mundane people from THAT side have read fantasy stories about accidental demon summonings just because you set a candle in a bad spot!

“I guess… this is just how occult maniacs are?”

I say.

“Haa… it’s scary when a maniac has money.”

I agree.

It’s already bad that curiosity can kill a cat. It’s much worse when the cat is RICH and curious.

“Yes, it really is. It would be better if he at least tried to store them properly… well, he’s been really lucky thus far. I only hope that his disappearance isn’t due to that luck running out…”

“How could it be lucky if he disappeared?”

I can’t help retorting.

“I suppose that’s true as well…”

Hanamori-san frowns a little in concern before standing up and brushing her clothes free from wrinkles.

She could only sigh before saying,

“On to the next room?”

The next room… oh great.

It’s the study.

Which is basically a mini-library.

There are a few spells here or there that I could see with [Aria Recognition], but after pointing them out to Hanamori-san, they just turned out to be some spells to safeguard the desk drawer and keep dust off the books.

There are a lot of things that obviously look like occult relics lying around as well, but I’ll wait for Hanamori-san’s detection spell before pointing them out so I don’t mess up Hanamori-san’s system.

The only other suspicious thing would be the staircase going downwards, but let’s focus on this room first before moving onto the next.

If I start pointing this and that and everything I see, I’ll DEFINITELY screw up Hanamori-san’s system for investigation.

Since there’s even an anti-dust spell in this room, there’s even less chance of physical signs that anything had happened, and nothing else looks out of place, let alone bloodstains.

There’s nothing wrong here.

After we confirm it, Hanamori-san draws her magic circle again, and again, a bunch of things are highlighted – woah?!

A flash shudders from the stairwell, and [Aria Recognition] kicks in as some spell is triggered.

I flinch as Hanamori-san says,

“… Just the normal junk here. Haa… Do I still have to check every single one?”

Nonono, what ‘normal’ junk?

What about that staircase over there, it totally looks suspicious!

Although, if you don’t have [Aria Recognition], I guess it would just look like a normal staircase.

“… Are we just going to ignore the staircase?”

I finally ask.

“What?”

Hanamori-san looks over at me and tilts her head.

“Ah, no… well, when your magic circle activated, something was triggered around the stairwell.”

Too bad I don’t recognize arias or I could tell her what happened… I wonder how one usually goes about learning arias.

As I’m distracting myself slightly, Hanamori-san turns to me with an extremely serious face.

“Kousei-kun. What stairwell?”

I froze.

Huh? What?

My brain flails wildly for a few seconds before the confused look Hanamori-san gives me changes to concern the exact same moment when I also realized something was very, very wrong.

“H-Hanamori-san. Um. Tell me, is there a staircase going down to the basement on that wall?”

I asked as I pointed directly at the stairwell.

Hanamori-san only presses her lips tightly together as she approached the stairwell, but a good half meter or so in front of it, she stops.

Reaches out her hand.

Clearly presses against something solid that I can’t see.

Well, crap.

Now it looks like I’m the crazy one, since there’s clearly something there instead of a big hole in the wall.

Or so I thought, but Hanamori-san’s jaw tightens the more she pats whatever object is in front of her.

“… No, no, this isn’t right at all. Kousei-kun, you come over. Here. Mark each side of the stairwell for me.”

Hanamori-san hands me a few ribbons with thumbtacks stuck through them.

I expected to be stopped by an invisible barrier, but there’s nothing as a I move forward and stick one thumbtack on one side of the stairwell and the other on the opposite side.

And then I wondered if it was okay to be making holes in the wall of somebody else’s house, but it’s a bit late for that so … we’ll ask for forgiveness later.

Once I’m done pressing both ribbons in, arias suddenly flew out of the ribbons, almost blinding me as something like an explosion takes place.

“Waaah-!”

“Kyaaa!”

A bright light flashes as even more arias fly up from the stairwell again, and the arias fight against each other…

I back the heck up as fast as I can, covering my face with my arms, but nothing physical seems to happen.

Just … getting basically flashbanged at close range is super unpleasant…

As I get my sight back, I look over to see Hanamori-san also crouched down, hands covering her face.

“Ugh… such a strong reaction. Whoever cast this illusion is no joke! Gods…”

Hinamori-san curses lightly, but rubs her eyes as she peaked over me towards the stairwell.

“Um… that…”

I don’t even know what to say at this point.

Hanamori-san sucks in a sharp gasp.

“There really was a stairwell…”

Her murmur makes me feel relieved, but, ah… I would like an explanation of the situation?

<]   []   
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Chapter 51: Bookseller V: Unsatisfactory End

Before I could ask Hanamori-san what she saw instead of a staircase, pounding footsteps sounded and Honoka, followed by Jakuchi-san, ran into the room.

“What happened?”

Jakuchi-san was very out of breath, while Honoka just stood there alert, scanning the room with narrowed eyes.

Looks like that explosive light really was very showy.

Hanamori-san explained to the other two as I rubbed my eyes.

“There was a very high level illusion. Haa… these dispelling talismans were made by my teacher, and they’re completely destroyed from dispelling the illusion.”

Hanamori-san regretfully pulled a charred ribbon from the wall, and it disintegrated into ash immediately.

“So what was here before?”

Jakushi-san asked.

“It was just a wall of bookshelves before. It was even solid when I first touched it, although it felt like it was a wall with an image of a bookshelf printed on it.”

Hanamori-san plucked the second ribbon out as well, sighing as it disintegrated.

Jakuchi-san frowned.

“How did you even notice it, then? If it was high-level enough to destroy Mother Circe’s talismans, then it was probably high-level enough that you wouldn’t be able to notice it was an illusion.”

“That’s… it seems like Kousei-kun didn’t even notice the illusion…”

Hanamori-san glanced at me.

So did Honoka.

“Ma~ster~ what have I told you about using Shift Vision whenever you’re in a supernatural setting~.”

She’s using her sing-song voice, but her eyes aren’t really smiling, and she’s poking her finger fiercely into my cheek.

“No, that’s… I’m not good at that … I mean…”

“Hm…?”

She pokes harder, distorting my cheeks.

“… I’m sowwy, I fohgot.”

Shift Vision is something that combats my bugged True Sight, letting me see a ghostly vision of illusions and other similar disguising spells that are being used.

I’m not very good at using it.

I’m not very good at remembering to use it either.

I mean, do you normally walk around expecting people to be using high level illusions that investigators from THIS side can’t detect?

No, right?

I pointedly ignore Honoka, who’s giving me a ‘You’ve done it again’ look while sweating bullets.

This would be the second time I didn’t even realize there was even an illusion here, isn’t it?

“I suppose there’s no place more suspicious than this one in the house. I didn’t see anything on the second floor yet.”

Jakuchi-san said, and Honoka also said,

“I haven’t found a single supernatural entity either. There weren’t any illusions where I was looking either.”

“I just can’t believe Owner-san had this kind of A, or even S, Grade illusion made to guard this staircase. It should have cost him at least two or three times this house to have it cast. It would not only have been more cost effective to build an actual fake bookshelf, a physical fake bookshelf would have been able to hold up to being touched as well, as long as the craftsman was talented enough.”

Hanamori-san said.

“Well… he’s an eccentric occult collector after all…”

I can’t help saying, again.

From what Hanamori-san’s saying, it’s clear that making an illusion that is tactile (although not completely convincing) that’s cloaked to avoid detection is extremely expensive.

And we’re talking in the hundreds of millions of yen, since this house has to be at least 800 million yen, at least.

So Yutaka Mori-san had an illusion of a bookshelf made that had to be disguised as not-an-illusion … seriously, why didn’t he just make an actual fake bookshelf that hid the stairwell?

At first I was worried that something extremely precious or dangerous had to be behind this illusion, but it’s more than possible that the illusion itself was probably the most expensive supernatural ‘item’ in this house.

To be honest, the staircase looks so normal it feels like it was included in the house’s blueprints as stairs to a furnished basement, but Yutaka Mori-san just decided to make it a ‘hidden staircase’ on a whim.

Rich and crazy people are … weird.

Jakuchi-san sends a crow familiar down ahead of him as we go headed down the stairs, and it flies far ahead, into the rest of the basement.

Mm?

I thought a chill ran through me as we headed down the stairs, but nothing seems too suspicious.

Maybe I imagined it?

While I’m wondering, we’ve reached the bottom of the stairs, and Jakuchi-san’s crow has already flown back.

“There are display cases with some grimoires and some talismans and relics, but they seem to be properly contained. However, towards the back of the room there is a massive eddying of mana, so Kuro couldn’t get close.”

The crow caws, ruffling its feathers, before sneaking back into Jakuchi-san’s shadow.

“En. I sense quite the vortex as well.”

Honoka’s fox ears are twitching, as she senses whatever the crow had seen.

Of course, a kitsune’s sense of magic is pretty high.

Because of my maxed out [True Sight], I always see through illusions. Even optical, non magic illusions.

Technically [Mystic Eyes] should be able to help me detect illusions, but I think I need to unlock more ‘supra-blessings’ to make [Mystic Eyes] more useful.

But thanks to [Aria Recognition], I can see active spells and people chanting.

The thing is, my eyes may be pretty over powered, but they’re kind of lacking when it comes to detection, because I can’t detect anything that’s out of my range of sight.

In contrast, Honoka and Jakuchi-san’s crow can sense abnormal fluctuations in mana through… a sixth sense which isn’t limited by the five physical senses.

It would be nice if I could ‘see’ mana and magic that doesn’t use arias at least, but [True Sight] is overpowering [Mystic Eyes] at the moment, and although Honoka and I (and some of the kami) are looking into how to deal with that, for now we can only keep trial-and-error-ing to see what helps.

It’s apparently not normal to have conflicting Blessings like this, so everyone in the know are confused.

Who would have imagined.

It’s not like my life is on hard mode or anything.

I rub my hands a little as I follow the others through the doorway at the bottom of the stairs.

I didn’t think much of it as the temperature kept getting colder and colder while we descended the stairs, museums and places like them tend to lower the temperature for exhibits so why wouldn’t a storeroom or display room for magic relics be the same, but I realized I was being too naive when I stepped into the basement room.

The chills became painful and I began to feel a little dizzy.

I wonder if I’m allergic to something down here.

I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s possible to get sick from mana storms.

I blink a bit to clear my vision.

I should probably mention something, huh?

But as I step forward to call out to Hanamori-san and Jakuchi-san, I suddenly feel much, much worse.

The pressure in my chest becomes even heavier, and my head pounds so much I can’t think.

I can’t even breathe.

“I think we should stop here.”

Honoka’s voice suddenly cuts through my nausea, and I can vaguely hear Hanamori-san and Jakuchi-san stop and suddenly run back.

“What is it?” “Did you notice something?”

They asked at the same time, but then Hanamori-san gasps.

“Kousei-kun-! Are you alright?!”

I don’t feel alright at all, but I try to crack a smile anyway, trying to look reassuring.

It must not have worked, though, because Jakuchi-san firmly insists that we return back up the steps to the study at once.

Once we start moving away from the door and back up the stairs, the awful feeling eases quickly enough and the shadows in my vision disappear quickly, along with the difficulty in breathing and the pounding headache.

My forehead is drenched in sweat.

“Sorry. I don’t really know what happened, I just suddenly felt really sick when I entered the room. Maybe it’s a bad reaction to the mana thing Jakuchi-san was talking about?”

I sit on the couch in the library as Hanamori-san fusses over me.

Honoka, however, is staring at me with a brow raised.

“W-what?”

Was I wrong?

Seems like Honoka doesn’t think I deserve a real response as she just sighs heavily, then bonks me lightly on the head.

Finally she says,

“Did you forget that you have an abnormally high-leveled [Sensitive to Danger] Blessing?”

… … Ooooh yeah…

Wait. How am I supposed to tell when that’s kicking in and when I just feel sick?

“Wait, you have [Sensitive to Danger]?!”

Jakuchi-san and Hanamori-san look at me in alarm.

“Y-yeah?”

Not like I can hide it now anyway.

“Ah! Why didn’t you tell us before!”

“Wait, that means there’s something down there that can cause such a severe reaction.”

I wasn’t sure why Hanamori-san and Jakuchi-san were so frantic at first.

They already knew about the wild mana down there, so my warning should be redundant?

– Is what I thought, but apparently, that’s not the case.

“It’s possible the mana vortex is worse than we thought, but if there’s a danger that almost causes someone with [Sensitive to Danger] to pass out, there’s also a huge chance that the danger isn’t the mana vortex itself.”

Hanamori-san explained.

D-did I look that bad?

… Honoka’s hovering seems to be saying ‘yes’.

“It could be a rift in space, or some sort of thing that traps people who get too close; either way, your reaction shows that it’s something that’s not easily detected, and very difficult to avoid.”

“Is there a chart or something that tells you how bad a danger is according to someone’s reaction?”

I can’t help but grumble.

Hanamori-san laughed, a bit tensely.

“You looked like you were about to pass out from dread, it’s not too difficult to understand that means ‘get out now’. Although it’s not confirmed, it’s likely that whatever you were feeling would be an S-grade danger. Jakuchi-san and I are more like B-grade investigators and scouts. Although I’d say I’m at least A-grade against grudge curses, though.”

Oh, right.

There are danger ratings for each job order, but this job is a preliminary investigation.

If we’re able to determine the cause of Yutaka Mori-san’s disappearance then that’s fine, case closed, but if we run into trouble, we’re supposed to report on it, and another job order based on the danger grade will be listed.

Of course Jakuchi-san and Hanamori-san won’t be paid for job completion, but they’re not losing out since they’ll get an investigation fee, which includes travel.

Although it’s too bad that it’s not an easily solved case.

It seems like Jakuchi-san and Hanamori-san were thinking the same thing, since they just gave each other wry smiles before Hanamori-san patted me on the head and said,

“I suppose we should continue to investigate the rest of the house, but I think we’ve already located the most problematic part of it. Kousei-kun, when you’ve recovered, could you go around with Honoka and see if there are any other illusions or dangerous spots around?”

… I don’t really mind, but what am I, a dowsing rod or something?

—

“Honoka~ why do I have to do homework after traveling all the way to Tokyo and back? Don’t you think that’s unreasonable?”

Honoka looked down at me with a smirk.

“You know, you’re personality inside your soul realm compared to outside your soul realm has gotten really different recently. At least, I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t normally go for a lap pillow like this.”

“Well if you were your fox cub form, I’d just cuddle that instead of going for a lap pillow.”

I roll over with a pout.

“Yes, yes, my spoiled master. It would be nice if you let yourself be yourself in the real world as well.”

“I AM acting like myself in the real world. That’s just how I am when I’m terrified of everything.”

Seriously.

Also, it’s kind of hard to completely flip my personality around in such a short period of time, so lay off…

I sigh as I sit up, before flopping in the grass next to Honoka, hands behind my head.

Although I’ve gotten to the point where I can joke around like that, seriously using a girl’s lap as a pillow is still a no-go for me.

I thought back to today’s investigation job.

“I thought I was getting used to things on THIS side, but wasn’t I too unaware today? I felt like I was back to the beginning, when I didn’t understand anything.”

It feels like every time I think I’m used to how things work on THIS side, I’m launched into a situation where I’m back to 0.

Honoka just laughed.

“You ARE doing well, believe it or not. Actually, everyone was under prepared today. Under a normal situation, the people working with you would be able to determine that there was an illusion, as well as the danger level of the mana vortex in the basement. Unfortunately, no one was expecting a nearly-mundane collector to have triggered an S-grade danger.”

That’s true.

Most of the relics and talismans Yutaka Mori-san collected were rated D and below.

Even the two grimoires in his basement weren’t rated higher than A, according to Hanamori-san’s quick glance over, and since they were properly contained, the danger was practically none.

Hanamori-san and Jakuchi-san should have been enough for a simple Tokyo residence investigation, but there was an A or S-rank illusion, and a danger that was at least S-grade.

If I hadn’t been there, even if Honoka could see through the illusion, it’s possible that they could have gotten into a really bad situation once they entered the basement.

I thought back to the job order that I had put up on the website earlier this evening.

“… … Do you think Yutaka Mori-san is alright?”

I finally asked.

Honoka didn’t say anything.

She just stared off into space as she stroked my head.
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<a/n: This is end of the Bookseller arc, but not the end of the Yutaka Mori incident. It will be continued in the Book Cellar arc. >
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Chapter 52: Hexes and Enchantments and Charms, Oh My (I)

“It sounds like quite the disaster, but it is not unheard of on This Side, it is. There are a lot of times when investigations go wrong.”

Suyin laughs like it’s someone else’s problem.

Well, that whole fiasco with the Yutaka Mori-san’s house really was someone else’s problem.

Mainly, mine.

“It takes much more than interest or desire to obtain something truly dangerous on This Side, so no one would have thought that there was something so dangerous in that eccentric’s house. Is that not right, Tsu-chan?”

Un, un. Tsurumi-chan just nods along with Suyin.

It turns out the danger in the basement of that house was pretty high.

Not because the grimoire itself was dangerous – although it was, if we had prepared properly for it, then even Hanamori-san and Jakuchi-san should have been able to investigate the house safely.

The problem was that it was very well hidden.

The danger Suzu-chan calculated based on Yutaka Mori-san’s background and history of his previous purchases made it a C Rate investigation job, B Rate at worst.

In theory, if there was something dangerous, Jakuchi-san and Hanamori-san, who are particularly known for their ability to sense curses, magic anomalies, and reconnaissance, should have been able to sense that there was something that was out of their league.

Even Honoka didn’t notice it.

Or rather, she noticed something strange, but it seemed so insignificant she didn’t bother worrying about it.

… We really need to work on our ho-ren-so (report (to superiors), keep in contact (with relevant parties), and consult (with others)), especially since Honoka and I are a team.

Right now we talk about our days in the evenings, or in my dreamscape… but when we’re on the job, we should be more professional about our communication.

Either way, the problem was that the grimoire and its activation was so strictly guarded that it even misled a six-tailed kitsune.

After Hanamori-san, Jakuchi-san, and Honoka and I reported on the investigation, Suzu-san changed the job and raised the danger rating immediately.

Yutaka Mori-san’s wellbeing aside, it’s bad to leave a mana vortex unattended, so this isn’t just about Honzuki-san’s request anymore.

I don’t know who’s going to pay for S-Rated operative, though.

Since I’m an employee of Happy Life Work, I can ask Suzu-chan about the details later.

The more important thing is that Yutaka Mori-san was recovered, although in a coma, and that the S-rated operatives were able to contain the abnormality before it grew out of control.

And the most important thing is that someone or something had tried to keep it hidden as the grimoire fed on Yutaka Mori-san.

After all, if no one discovered it so soon it could have become something much worse, and if investigators came across unaware of the danger, as we almost had, they could lose their lives or even feed into the grimoire itself.

As for how and why the grimoire was activated with Yutaka Mori-san as its crux, that’s something they won’t be able to find out until he regains consciousness, and it’s something far less important than figuring out who set the illusions and isolated the grimoire like that.

… It’s all some complicated stuff, but I understand the basic idea, at least.

There’s foul play going on.

“So that’s why there’s been some tension going on. Although we weren’t told exactly what was going on, we had to convince our peers to keep that mansion cordoned off… it was quite a headache.”

Daiki-san said as he inhaled his breakfast.

“Ah… Thank you for your hard work, Daiki-san.”

It must be difficult… Unit 1 of the Tsunatou Police is practically This Side’s cover-up squad in this town.

I should make some drinking snacks for Daiki-san tonight.

“By the way… are you okay on time?”

I ask, glancing at the clock in the kitchen.

“Ah… I suppose I should get going.”

Although he speaks a bit carelessly, Daiki-san quickly shovels his breakfast down and gets up quickly enough from his chair that it makes a loud noise, walking quickly towards the front door.

“Ah, lunch-!”

“I got it, Kousei. Daiki-san, your lunch-!

Honoka, done with hanging up the laundry, swept the lunchbox up as she passed, walking quickly to catch up with Daiki-san.

“Hm, hm, the three of you have really become like a family, you have. It is heartwarming, is it not, Tsu-chan?”

“Un.”

Tsurumi-chan nods in agreement.

… By the way, why did these two start showing up for breakfast at my house?

I don’t mind so much, and Daiki-san feels relieved that they can ‘escort’ me to school.

Even though Honoka is more than enough for that… in the first place, I’m not some ojou-sama or something-! – Not that I can say that.

Rather than an ojou-sama, I guess it’s more like I’m a living national treasure or something.

Like a panda.

But I doubt that they’re here just for that.

As for why … well, I’m 100% sure that Suyin is aiming for the breakfast itself.

It’s not like she’s so poor that she can’t afford three meals a day, but she’ll happily bound over to eat if it’s offered to her.

I don’t mind, but it’s not like I do that much for breakfast?

Eggs and ham on toast, or sometimes a grilled fish if I wake up early enough – these aren’t really complicated things? I can’t imagine the level of a Cooking Blessing affecting something like a fried egg that much.

Is what I thought, but apparently there’s still an effect, according to Honoka.

Really…?

As for Tsurumi-chan, she said my house was on the way, but it’s really not.

That said, she’s not like Suyin, who lives closer to school than me and purposefully goes out of her way to double her travel time, but she lives across from the Tsunatou Park in the Hachiman Temple, so she’s just taking a small detour.

I don’t really understand, but it seems like she leaves early from home anyway, so instead of wandering in the park until it’s time for her to go to school, it’s much better for her to come over to my house.

When I asked Mayumi-san, Tsurumi-chan’s older sister, it seems there were some problems with Mayumi-san’s succession of the shrine, or maybe it wasn’t directly about the succession but rather Tsurumi-chan’s role in the shrine…

Mayumi-san didn’t really give me a full explanation, but it seems that Tsurumi-chan also had the Blessings necessary for succeeding the shrine, or at least most of them.

Given Tsurumi-chan’s nature, I think I can see what people pushing for her to take over the shrine are thinking.

It’s a bit sad that even shrines aren’t safe from manipulative politics.

Anyway, Mayumi-san says that Tsurumi-chan has been happier these days since she has somewhere to run off to, whether it’s Happy Life Work, my place, and now Cafe Cinnamon too, so I guess that answers the question as to why they let her work for Nagi-san.

How complicated.

“I heard that you were able to work with the Crow Meister and Hanamori-san. Although they are not the highest grade occult operatives, they are still very famous, they are. They excel in certain niche type jobs, but in return they are not ideal for other types of jobs.”

Ah, I can see that.

Jakuchi-san is definitely more of a reconnaissance kind of guy, and Hanamori-san’s spells and talismans require some time to activate, so she’s probably not very effective in the heat of battle.

“… Even if Jakuchi-san and Hanamori-san were good at searching for missing persons and hexes, wasn’t it too lax to send them without someone capable of doing some ‘heavy lifting’ if things came down to it?”

I frowned as I asked.

Even if you say this was an ordinary investigation gone wrong due to factors outside of most people’s expectations, it still seems pretty poor not to throw a heavy in with them – well, it’s not a video game, but maybe that makes party composition even more important.

“Kousei… Honoka.”

Tsurumi-chan doesn’t even bother with full sentences with me and Honoka anymore, just looking up and saying our names.

“…?”

“Ahaha, that is true, is it not? Kousei has exceptional senses, he does, and Honoka is more than enough firepower for most situations. The only thing is lack of experience.”

Suyin laughs.

… Sorry, I know Honoka’s a six-tailed fox, but these days I’ve been having trouble reconciling her ditzy, otaku-ness whose main job appears to be a maid waitress at a kooky little cafe with that scene of her monster fox form.

It’s crazy what a warrior will become in peace time, huh?

And I’m not talking about the philosophical ‘a war hero is just a murderer when there’s no war’ theory.

It’s more of a ‘Divine General finds a part time job as waitress and is sometimes a homebody’ theory.

Plus, she wasn’t that helpful this time thanks to the interference of some mysterious third party that had expertly camouflaged the true danger behind illusions and cloaking spells, so … … wait up.

So I was the actual secret weapon?

Uh … look.

I’m OBVIOUSLY a broken radar that can only sense things along the y-axis and not the x, okay?

But …

“Fufu, it was supposed to be a training mission for you, remember? And for me, to a lesser extent.”

Honoka returned from the foyer, which was just around the corner so she definitely heard our conversation clearly.

“… … But equipping a broken radar isn’t much better than having no radar at all.”

“Radar?”

“?”

Only Honoka understood what I meant.

Don’t worry about it, you two.

“Hm… if you are wondering why Boss-san put together such a group together, part of it would be because Hanamori-san is Mother Circe-sama’s student?”

… Suyin, you’re saying that like we should know what you’re talking about.

Just in case, since it’s Suyin calling someone with ‘-sama’, I take a look at Honoka, but Honoka’s drawing a blank.

Circe … is she a goddess? I think she’s from Greek mythology, and there were way too many minor gods and goddesses, as well as practically divine races like demigods and nymphs and stuff.

All I remember is she’s in the Odyssey and she turned the sailors into pigs, but who knows how much of that relates to a real life Circe-sama.

And not only that, Mother Circe?

All I can tell from that is that she’s well-known enough for other people to give her that monicker.

But since Honoka doesn’t seem to know who she is, Circe-sama is either not a goddess, or she’s a goddess Honoka doesn’t know about.

The kami and gods and goddesses of different regions didn’t seem to interact that much back in Honoka’s time.

But Suyin didn’t notice our confusion, or chose not to acknowledge it, and continued.

“Although Hanamori-san might be one of the lowest ranking students of Mother Circe-sama, it is not a status to be made light of. At least, her status with Mother Circe-sama is not something to be made light of.”

Suyin said flippantly as she munches on her toast.

“… You mean that scheming woman wanted Hanamori-san to meet Kousei.”

Honoka narrowed her eyes.

By ‘scheming woman,’ she means Boss Nagi.

And unfortunately, Boss Nagi would take that as a compliment.

“Mother Circe-sama likes talented people, and Kousei-kun’s abilities are not necessarily unlike Mother Circe-sama’s field of expertise. It is inevitable that she take an interest in Kousei, it is.”

Suyin grinned at me.

“… Is that a good thing?”

I can’t help but ask.

“What is this ‘Mother Circe’s’ field of expertise?”

Honoka asked at the same time.

“It’s good. Thank you for the meal.”

Tsurumi-chan said, finishing her meal and neatly laying her chopsticks down.

… She means it’s a good thing for Mother Circe to take interest in me, huh?

She’s not talking about how good the breakfast was, huh?

Although she finished her meal cleanly, so I know she likes it.

“Mother Circe-sama is THE leading authority on enchantments and hexes.”

Eeeeh…

“How is that similar to my abilities at all!?”

“Origin is similar.”

… Thanks Tsurumi-chan, but I’m still not used to reading your mind, so I don’t understand.

Suyin gives me an amused smile as she swipes the cherry tomatoes from my plate.

“Hexes and enchantments use a combination of words and intentions to make things happen. It is not so different from Kotodama, is it not?”

“That’s…”

I’m still unsure, but Honoka nods in understanding.



<]   []   [Next Chapter>

<a/n: part of being a webnovel, serial updater is having to redeem previously poor plot decisions. Bookseller would have been more interesting as a much later arc, but yolo and all…

I don’t enjoy retconning (I will do it if necessary, but I don’t like it), so I have to get creative at times. Random Circe mention ftw.>
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